Late in 1940 a far-sighted president told Colonel Robert 
Hubbard, “... build us a force of men capable of any act 
at any time, anywhere. Take them from any walk of life 
—you alone will be the sole judge of their requirements 
—and call them what you will, be it patriots or 
mercenaries, saboteurs or agents...” 


They came from Spain, fresh from a civil war, from the 
war-torn Orient, from Mexico and from the United States. 
They were a renegade breed of men who possessed 
skills no common soldier could learn in a lifetime, and a 
breed willing to donate those skills, and their lives, to 
their country. Under the guiding hand of Hubbard, there 
emerged an elite section of experts with a new set of 
rules, a new philosophy and a cohesiveness of spirit that 
left little room for question regarding their expertise in 
impromptu warfare and sudden death. 


Hubbard built that force, and he called it TAC ONE. 
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ONE 


Returning from a routine photographic mission at Beni Mazar, the light 
reconnaissance aircraft gained altitude briefly as it passed over the 
shallow lake of Birket Qartin, then dropped again in its approach to the 
newly constructed airfield at Memphis. The pilot, R.A.F. Lieutenant 
Roger Talbot, eased the rudder right and throttled back as he picked up 
a slight tailwind. He checked his heading, then leaned over and looked 
toward a visual landmark ahead to his left. 

Whistling lightly, Talbot plucked a cigarette from the pocket of his 
tunic and was about to light it as a low rumble alerted his senses. Like 
some far off thunder it came, growing louder and louder until it was 
upon him, and he knew a moment of panic as the thought struck him 
that he had blundered into someone’s flight path. He jerked his head 
about, saw nothing, then as swiftly as it had come upon him, the sound 
of the roaring engines had passed and his plane was buffetted by the 
sudden turbulence brought about by the aircraft that had passed directly 
beneath him. He recognized the high whine of engines pushed to their 
limit, and he recognized too, the familiar pitch of the powerful inlines 
that both ground troops and the pilots of the R.A.F. had come to dread. 

As he fought the controls, Talbot blinked at the diminishing sight 
before him—five aircraft flying wing to wing. He blinked again and 
reached for the microphone overhead as the sight of dihedral wings and 
fixed landing gear awakened a sudden fear in him. 

“Big Eye! Big Eye! Come in! This is Rover Two... are you there?” 

There was a momentary silence, then the radio crackled and Talbot 
heard through his headset: “Allo, Rover Two. Big Eye here. What’s the 
trouble, Roger dad... you sound a bit put out.” 

Talbot swallowed drily, then spoke in an even tone. “My heading— 
zero, zero, seven. Just got run over by five bloody Stukas—flat out on 
the floor! Do you read me? Over!” 

“Affirmative. Ease off now, dad... what’s your exact? Over.” 

“Two minutes north, Birket—the lake—bastards came out of the 
ground, they did! Moving like they was being chased by the devil 
himself! Over.” 

“Thank you, Rog....” the voice paused, then Talbot heard the 
exclamation, “Sweet Mother of Jesus! Ere they come!” 


The flight of Stukas swept in low from the south and passed over the 
Memphis airfield barely fifty feet off the ground, their slipstream 
sucking dust from the sun-baked wadi that paralleled the landing strip. 

The radio operator switched to Open Channel One and broadcast: 
“Giza! Do you read? Memphis: Six calling—emergency!” 

Immediately, the call came back. “Giza on. What’s up Big Eye? Over.” 

“Five Stuks just dusted the strip here, mate—give us a pass, they did, 
but they’re headed your way fast! Heading zero, zero, five!” 

“Got it, Big Eye. Thank you, Giza out,” the man replied calmly and 
opened all channels for the emergency alert. 

At Cairo, the radio watch alerted the standby squadron of Hurricanes 
and relayed the alarm to Air Traffic Command. The anti-aircraft 
batteries at Giza, 

Cairo, and Heliopolis, tied in on the alert channel, swung their guns 
south and pre-plotted their tracking patterns in anticipation of the 
rapidly approaching aircraft. 

As the fighter squadron scrambled at El Qahirah, the lumbering 
Bombay transport, on its way in from the desert base of Maghra, caught 
the alert and climbed aloft to be protected by its escort of four P40 
Tomahawks that had flown alongside it on the brief flight from the 
front. The pilot held an altitude of 2500 feet and set in a holding pattern 
as the flight of enemy aircraft approached from the south. 

From Open Channel One every radio operator involved caught the 
news that the five Stukas had underflown the anticipated pattern at Giza 
and had crossed the Nile there. The Air Traffic controller at El Qahirah 
was the first to see them. He leaned forward, the microphone gripped 
tightly in his hand and watched them come. Like some hungry hawks 
from hell, their bent wings flexed and their wheels thrust forward like 
clutching talons, they flew in a dark line over the trees to the southwest. 

The controller breathed a sigh of relief as the flight passed over at two 
hundred miles per hour. He pressed open his channel and reported: 
“This is El Qah... ATC... enemy aircraft heading one, one, five... Alert 
Suez. Repeat, alert Suez, over.” 

“Affirmative, El Qah... we read. Standby.” 

As the battle line formed southwest of the Suez Canal, no less than 
thirty aircraft awaited the coming of the suicidal Stukas as they passed 
Cairo. Wnile at 2500 feet, the pilot of the Bombay transport received 
clearance to land on runway seven-two. Out of its holding pattern and 
into the final leg of its approach, the aircraft proceeded down on the 
east-west runway. 


In the tower, the ATC watched the big bird coming to earth and 
glanced up at its escort high above. Looking west, his heart seemed to 
stop as the outline of two aircraft came into sight, their heading a 
collision course with the Bombay that was just touching down. 

“What the hell!” He exclaimed and was about to abort the Bombay’s 
landing when the approaching aircraft’s outlines became clearly visible. 
Two Messerschmitt 109’s had penetrated the outer defenses and were 
now inside the field’s perimeter. The controller watched helplessly as 
bright flashes erupted from the nose and cowling of the Messerschmitts, 
ripping the tarmac and finding a target transport, leaving it crippled in 
the wake of their gunfire. 

In the cockpit of the Bombay, the pilot stared with dead eyes toward 
the shattered, smoking instrument panel. The co-pilot fought to control 
the aircraft as the port landing gear sagged and bright flames erupted 
from an engine. The craft teetered at right angles to the landing strip, 
then spun like a giant wounded bird and plowed off the runway at 
nearly a hundred miles an hour. It left a trail of oil and litter until the 
landing gear collapsed and bogged, shuddering in the final throes of 
death. 

High above, the escort of R.A.F. P40’s stood on their wings and dove 
toward the earth as the Messerschmitts reached the far end of the 
airfield. Oblivious of the light weapons being fired at them from the 
ground, they banked and turned for a second run. 

Three staff cars, a fire truck, medical unit, and a mobile anti-aircraft 
vehicle screamed onto the runway and raced toward the crippled 
bomber at the far end of the strip. 

Inside that aircraft, the newly appointed commander of the British 
Eighth Army, General W.H.D. Gott, shook his head and wiped a thin 
trail of blood from his lips as the demolished transport came to rest. 
Beside him, his Divisional Commander, Colonel Nelville Hoaks, leaned 
forward in an effort to speak, then blinked in disbelief as he found his 
right arm missing at the elbow. Across from them, Colonel Lyle 
Petterson swallowed back the nausea that rose in his throat as he tried 
to move legs that refused to respond—his face turned ashen as he 
realized why. 

Flight Lieutenant Howard Mays pulled himself from the navigator’s 
seat and stumbled toward the VIPs in the jump seats. He gagged as he 
saw his flight chief’s body in the narrow recess of the engineer’s 
compartment—he had taken a direct hit to the head. He looked about 
dumbly and realized the aircraft was on fire, then moving to the 


General, he shouted, “Out, Sir... quickly!” and he forced open the 
starboard hatch before turning back for the cockpit. 

General Gott freed Hoaks and helped him to the hatch. He dropped to 
the ground and pulled the man after him, then hefted himself up and re- 
entered the aircraft. He met Mays dragging the unconscious form of the 
co-pilot to the exit. 

“Get the hell out of here, General! She’s going to blow!” 

Disregarding the man’s warning, Gott made his way to the dazed 
Peterson, unbuckled the harness that held him in the jump seat and 
lifted him to his shoulder. As he reached the exit with his burden, he 
heard the familiar doppler sound of the fire unit and the sharp reports 
from a nearby anti-aircraft battery... then, he heard another sound. 

The two Messerschmitts swept the runway in a staggered formation 
and lay before them a murderous pattern of armor-piercing bullets and 
tracers that made their way to the crippled Bombay and centered there. 
Peterson and Gott were blown from the open hatch to the ground six 
feet below as the two German aircraft stood on their wings and executed 
a 180 degree turn as the P40’s swooped down upon them and gave 
chase, their guns blazing now as they passed over the wrecked and 
burning transport that had been under their protection. 

From the lead staff car, Major Lyonal Briggs, aide-de-camp to General 
Sir Harold R.L. Anderson, Commander in Chief of the British Middle 
East Forces, leaped to the ground at a dead run. He pulled up ten yards 
from the men lying beneath the fusilage of the burning plane and looked 
toward Hoaks who had managed to drag himself away from the pyre 
before losing consciousness, then his gaze went to the torn and bloodied 
bodies of Gott and Peterson. He clenched his fists as Sir William Brooks- 
Hayden of Military Intelligence reached his side. 

Brooks-Hayden glanced toward the bodies, then lay his hand on 
Briggs’ shoulder. “They’ve bought it, Ly... let’s see what we can do for 
the living.” 

Briggs turned an anger-contorted face from the burning wreckage to 
the western horizon where the Messerschmitts had disappeared with the 
escort fighters in pursuit. 

“How the hell did they know?” he asked. “Just how the bloody hell 
did they know?” 


TWO 


The pendulum swung, and in its arc a delicate air of normalcy returned 
to Cairo following the July evacuation when Rommel’s dreaded Panzer 
Korps pushed to within sixty miles of the Egyptian port of Alexandria. 
The Alamein Line held and as both British and Axis forces rested and 
replenished their numbers along the forty mile front to the west, many 
familiar faces were seen again in Cairo. 

Along with the returning members of the British General 
Headquarters staff came the United States Military Headquarters, up 
from Khartoum and Asmora in Italian Somaliland, and a “business as 
usual” air returned with them. Once again the dancers were on hand at 
Madame Badia’s cabaret near the Pont de Anglais, and across the Kasr el 
Nil Bridge, the Turf Club maintained its polo grounds and its 
membership as the signs, appartement a loyer, came down and the Sharia 
el Gezira rented its flats once more to the members of the G.H.Q. staff. 
Cairo relaxed its face and smiled again—a lady. And though many 
westerners regarded the lady as a fickle whore, few would deny the 
pleasure she offered as the intrigue and interest that had been preceded 
by Rommel’s threat returned with her smile. 

Least of all to deny her pleasure were the men of Tac One. Following 
a hectic month of uncertainty in the desert and several weeks of 
intensive training with the British Commando Unit, they too returned to 
the city, but they shunned the luxury and pomp offered by Shepard’s 
Hotel and the Continental-Savoy and had taken quarters, instead, in the 
least likely of places. 

North of Al Azar, the Quartier Francais was situated within sight of the 
splendor of Cairo’s mosques. Off limits to all military personnel save the 
roving teams of military police, it held the heart of the city’s intrigue, 
and it was here the whore exhibited an alluring smile for those seeking 
excitement, seclusion, or one of the many forms of vice that flourished 
in that part of the world. 

For the men of Tac One, the French Quarter offered rest—away from 
the stringent military that seemed to overshadow the rest of the city— 
and they accepted. 

The personnel carrier with its complement of four military policemen 
drove in careful haste, following the Rue des Ombres that snaked its 


way through the bowels of the French Quarter to the Square of Marceau, 
where it came to a grinding halt before the shabby Cafe Autrant. 

All four alighted, and while two posted themselves outside, the 
sergeant in charge of the detail and one other entered the dim cafe. The 
sleepy proprietor looked up from his second absinthe of the day as the 
pair of soldiers destroyed his solitude; he yawned and gestured toward a 
beaded archway that opened onto a secluded courtyard beyond. Pushing 
through, they found a narrow stairway that led to a balconied 
whorehouse above. 

A sullen eyed black woman met them at the top of the stairs and 
barred their way. 

“Que est-ce?” she asked. 

“Ou sommes Américains?” The sergeant inquired in return. 

Folding her arms over her huge breasts, she eyed them obstinately for 
a moment, then cursing softly, she jerked her head toward a door at the 
end of the passageway. 

The sergeant returned her hostile glare, then nodded and motioned 
for the other man to follow. Before the door the woman had indicated, 
he took a deep breath and knocked. When no one answered, he looked 
toward his companion and knocked again, a little more strongly. 

“Tt’s not locked...” a voice replied to the second knock. 

The sergeant reached for the ornate handle, then—almost as an 
afterthought—he called out, “It’s Sergeant Bolger, Military Police...” 
Then he swung open the door. 

Lying naked on a mat before a curtained balcony, a man motioned 
with a cocked .45 and said softly, “Come in, Sergeant Bolger, Military 
Police...” 

The sergeant stepped across the threshold and his mouth dropped 
open at the sight of the two girls sitting beside the man on the mat; bare 
to the waist and wearing only brief wraps there, their hands rested on 
the man’s body which glistened with a thin coat of oil. 

“Tell your friends to come in, too,” the man said and pointed the 
automatic toward the doorway. The second soldier entered the room 
and swallowed thickly as he took in the scene before him, then he 
realized the gun was pointed in his direction. 

“Coo!” he said lowly as the girls stood and looked toward the man on 
the floor. 

“Aller,” he said and motioned toward the door. They smiled and 
padded quickly on bare feet past the two military policemen and into 
the corridor beyond. 


When they were gone, the man on the mat looked up at the soldiers, 
then to the sergeant said, “Okay, you’re Sergeant Bolger of the Military 
Police and I’m James Robert Leath... what can I do for you?” 

He glanced at the weapon and grimaced. “You can put that away, if 
you will, Sir. ’'ve a message for you.” The man swallowed, then cleared 
his throat. “Just four words, Sir, ah...‘come quick... Mother Hubbard’... 
Sir.” He smiled nervously and looked about. “That’s it. I’m to escort you, 
ah...and pick up your mates—see that you report to headquarters, Sir.” 

Leath smiled. “We’ll make it on our own, Sergeant. Thank you. Tell 
your superior that we'll be there within the hour.” 

The man fidgited nervously and gestured. “I’m... I’m afraid you don’t 
understand, ah... Mister Leath. I am... that is, I’ve been ordered to escort 
you to headquarters. You can understand that now, can’t you, Sir?” 

“Certainly,” Leath replied and smiled, “But that’s not the way it’s 
going to work... you can understand that, can’t you?” 

The sergeant glanced at his companion, then said, “You’re making this 
quite difficult, Sir. I really must insist...” 

Leath fired the gun toward the ceiling. The two soldiers jumped as the 
.45 discharged and rained plaster and flaking paint over them. 

From the next room came an unidentifiable sound, then a high 
feminine squeal. The door burst open and a shaggy-haired man with a 
flaming red beard stood naked in the doorway—he, too, held a cocked 
45. 

“Just what the hell is goin’ on, Jim-Bob?” he questioned angrily and 
scowled toward the two frightened M.P.’s 

“Mother called. Sergeant Bolger here insists that he escort us to 
headquarters.” 

Madden’s face softened and beneath his beard, the corners of his 
mouth twisted in a slight smile. “What’s he trying to do, commit 
suicide?” 

Leath smiled up at the red haired man. “Just a little anxious,” he 
replied. “The sergeant has orders...” 

“See here, Sirs,” Bolger began with a tone of indignation. 

Madden pulled the trigger and blew the handle from the door. In the 
stunned silence that followed, the only sound was that of the overhead 
fan as it turned lazily in the dim light of the room. 

“Out....” Madden ordered. “We'll get to headquarters under our own 
power!” 

The man behind Bolger looked from one man to the other 
apprehensively then raised his hand toward the sidearm he wore. Leath 


stopped him. 

“You reach for that Webley, Private, and you’re subject to be eatin’ 
left handed the rest of your life,” he told him in an even voice. The man 
froze, then dropped his hand. 

“Fine,” Leath said, then added, “There’s no sense anyone getting hurt 
over an order that doesn’t apply—we’re outside your jurisdiction, but 
we're still on the same side. Tell your people that we’ll be in on our own 
—in an hour.” He smiled, but not pleasantly. “And if you’ve got any 
ideas about coming back up those stairs with your two friends, forget it 
—you'll just get yourself hurt.” 

Bolger’s face reddened—he had been contemplating that very thing. 
He nodded stiffly and backed out the doorway, edging his companion 
out with him. 

“And learn some goddamn manners!” Madden called after them and 
kicked the door shut. 

Leath sat up and pulled the curtain aside. He smiled as he watched 
the two men descend the stairs to be met by two more. The four glanced 
upward and Leath let the curtain fall. 

“How’d you know there was two more downstairs?” Madden asked as 
he took a cigarette from the low table and struck a match. 

“Military Directive—four to a team in the Quarter.” 

“Oh....” Madden said and let down the hammer of the Colt as he took 
a deep drag on the smoke. “Wonder when Hubs got back?” 

Leath lay his weapon aside, reached for an open bottle of beer and 
raised it. “Let’s go get Sonny and George and find out.” 

Madden grinned as Leath took a swig from the bottle and tossed it to 
him. “I knew this was too good to last!” he said and gestured, then 
rubbed the bottle over his chest. It left a light trail of moisture along the 
sandy colored hair that was flecked with grey. “I’ve gained about ten 
pounds—guess it’s time to give it back. 

Leath reached for his sun-shorts and pulled them on. “You act like 
they didn’t owe you ten pounds—I lost fifteen in Tobruk,” he remarked. 

“Maybe Hubs’ll let you go back and get it,” Madden said and drained 
the bottle. 

Leath shrugged as he reached for the desert boots by the side of the 
mat. “Get your clothes on and let’s go find out.” 

After they had dressed, Leath and Madden looked about the rooms 
they had used in the idle weeks following their training with the British 
unit near the front; the items they had accumulated were insignificant. 
They paid their bill and left without goodbyes, stopping only to down a 


quick absinthe with the proprietor of the cafe. He smiled as he watched 
them walk from the cafe, slightly ridiculous in appearance, wearing a 
conglomerate of mismatched clothing set off by the Australian bush-hats 
and the .45 caliber Colts stuck in their belts. 

Standing in the bright sunlight in the Square of Marceau, Madden 
turned to Leath and questioned, “Who’s first?” 

Leath looked past the fountain that set in the center of the square and 
to a hotel beyond. “I'll get Sonny, you go drag George out—meet you 
back here in ten minutes,” and he turned up the brim on the right side 
of his hat and strode off toward the hotel. 

Thirty minutes later, the four men of Tac One pulled up outside the 
General Headquarters complex and parked the appropriated Fiat. Kelso 
was the first out of the small car and as his large black frame unfolded 
from behind the wheel, he turned and said, “If they throw us in the 
stockade for runnin’ them M.P.’s off, Iam gonna have your ass, Jim- 
Bob!” 

“You’re a worrier, George,” Harrison, the youngest of the quartet, 
remarked as he climbed from the car. 

“And you’re a pain in the ass, Sonny!” The Black man returned and 
smiled, displaying even white teeth. 

“Glad to see you guys are ready to go back to work,” Leath 
commented as he and Madden joined them on the walk. The others 
laughed lightly and together they walked toward the closed sentry gate. 

The Lieutenant on duty looked up from his sentry log as his sergeant 
nudged him. He glanced at the four men walking toward the gate and 
blinked. He took in their general appearance and did not miss the 
manner about them that declared they were something special in the 
way of men. He wondered idly if these four might be the ones Bolger 
had been sent to retrieve for MI-5; he stepped forward and asked 
through the gate, “Can I be of help to you chaps?” 

Leath nodded. “Call Sir Brooks-Hayden... tell him visitors for Colonel 
Hubbard.” 

“Ah, that’s Brooks-Hayden, Intelligence Section?” the young 
Lieutenant questioned and realized these were the men Bolger had failed 
to retrieve. 

Leath nodded again patiently. “That’s the one.” 

“Visitors—yes... whom shall I say, Sir?” 

The four men exchanged glances and Leath smiled. “Just tell him 
friends, Lieutenant. He’ll understand.” 


THREE 


““Who’s the fifth member of the team you’ve brought in?” Brooks- 
Hayden asked. 

Hubbard lit his cigarette, blew smoke towards the ceiling and replied 
with a smile, “Fellow named McClain... the men call him Bear.” 

“Rear?” 

“Yes,” Hubbard said, still smiling. “He vaguely resembles one and 
quite often reacts in the same manner.” 

The intelligence chief returned the other man’s smile and questioned, 
“What is this Bear’s specialty?” 

“Damn near everything, but mostly nerve. He is a pilot, and having 
lost Fox...” 

“T see.” 

Hubbard leaned forward and gestured as he flipped ashes into the 
bronze tray on Brooks-Hayden’s desk. “He’s one hell of a pilot—flew 
with Chenault up to last year and bagged his share from what the record 
reads.” 

Brooks-Hayden raised an eyebrow—stories of the Flying Tigers had 
spread world wide and the men who flew with General Chenault had 
become a legend in their own time. “He quit Chenault?” 

Again, the slow smile spread across Hubbard’s face. “Not exactly... 
seems he was on an extended leave in the states and used his talents to 
supplement his income.” 

“Flying?” 

“Smuggling guns....” Hubbard replied. “Several Central American 
governments took a dim view of his enterprise... and he came to Tac 
One.” 

“You do seem to draw the renegades, Old Man!” Brooks-Hayden 
remarked and passed a slim folder across to him. “In your absence...” 

Hubbard glanced at the folder and asked, “They’ve given you 
problems?” 

“Not at all in training—best disciplined men I’ve ever seen.’ He 
paused, then added, “However....” 

Hubbard opened the folder and read the charges. He nodded 
solemnly. “Not very good around town, are they?” 

Brooks-Hayden chuckled. “Nothing serious—they seem prone to fist 


fights and simple thefts.” 

“We call it appropriation in Tac One.... He closed the folder and 
looked up. “And McClain’s the specialist in that department, too. We 
were using a pair of C47’s for jump qualifications at Ajo and the 
question arose was it feasible to make low altitude jumps from a larger 
aircraft—a bomber, to be specific.” 

“And?” 

“The next thing I knew, we had a goddamn B-17 sitting on our 
landing strip.” 

“By jove! That is appropriation!” 

Hubbard sighed heavily. “You can say that again. McClain and several 
others appropriated my staff car, outfitted it with two stars and drove to 
the air-base at Tuscon—Bear passed himself off as an inspector general 
and big as you please, helped himself to a bomber!” 

Brooks-Hayden laughed. “Just how the bloody hell did you explain 
that away?” 

He shook his head. “Fortunately, I didn’t have to. By the time the CID 
and the FBI were called in, I was able to extinguish the fire through 
Washington... we did lay down some ground rules regarding 
appropriation after that.” 

The phone rang. Brooks-Hayden raised a hand and lifted the receiver. 
He listened for a moment, then replied, “Yes, send them along—they 
know the way.” He looked at Hubbard as he replaced the receiver. 
“Your chaps—quite mufti, according to the security officer.” 

“They’re not too fond of uniforms—can’t say that I blame them in this 
climate.” He pointed, “Use the phone?” The other man nodded and 
Hubbard dialed the switchboard. 

“Yes—this is Colonel Hubbard. There’s a shaggy fellow in the lounge 
—will you have him paged to the Intelligence Section? Name’s 
McClain...” 

He hung up and looked at Brooks-Hayden. “This should be quite a 
reunion.” 

The four members of the team entered the Headquarters foyer and as 
they turned for the broad staircase to their left, someone shouted, “Hey! 
You guys lost?” 

Madden turned and did a double-take as he saw McClain walking 
toward them. “I’ll be a sonofabitch!” he exclaimed and punched Leath. 

Leath followed the man’s gaze and remarked, “Well, I’ll be one too— 
Bear!” And the other two turned as their comrade from the Arizona 
training center walked toward them, smiling broadly. 


He joined them at the foot of the stairs and for a long moment they 
merely stood looking at each other. Then Madden let out a loud war- 
whoop and threw his arms about the man. Leath and the others joined 
as all heads in the foyer turned in surprise at the outward—and 
somewhat rowdy—display of friendship as it exploded in laughter, 
playful punches and back slapping. 

Finally McClain caught his breath and stepped back to survey the 
others. “Well,” he said. “Looks like the war agrees with you guys....” He 
flipped back the brim of Harrison’s hat and asked, “Whose army you 
in?” 

They all laughed and Leath replied, “Our own, Brother Bear...come 
on, Mother’s waiting—we’ll tell you all about it.” 

“Mother?” 

“Hubbard—he didn’t like us calling him ‘Hubs’ in front of the allies— 
said it was too familiar!” 

They all laughed again and turned for the stairs. The M.P. at the gate 
to the Intelligence Section waved them through and they went directly 
to Brooks-Hayden’s office. 

Brooks-Hayden opened the door from the inside and stood back as 
five men entered. Hubbard smiled broadly as he saw the team together 
and he felt a flash of pride at the arrogance of their dress and the 
confidence of their manner as each of them greeted him. “I see you 
found the Bear,” he said to Leath and nodded toward McClain. 

“He found us,” the man replied. 

Hubbard introduced McClain to the British intelligence chief and the 
Team seated themselves about the long conference table. 

When they had settled, Hubbard looked at each of them in turn and 
said solemnly, “Okay, the party’s over. I think we can dispense with the 
‘who wants out’ bit, unless any of you have changed your mind.” 

The men of Tac One exchanged glances; each had a contract with the 
Section to the effect that they could resign at any time prior to an 
official briefing of an assignment, but once that briefing had been held, 
the only resignation possible was to Fort Levenworth, Kansas—for the 
duration. 

“Good!” Hubbard said firmly and looked at his British counterpart. “I 
think it’s time we found out what the problem is—care to brief us now?” 

Brooks-Hayden nodded and crossed the room. He swung back a panel 
of the wall and twisted the combination dial of a recessed safe. He 
swung open the heavy door and removed an accordion folder. He closed 
the safe and returned to the head of the table then withdrew a slim 


manila folder from the file. 

“This, Gentlemen, represents almost a year’s effort by twenty counter- 
intelligence agents, in and about Cairo.” And he let the slim folder fall to 
the top of the table to accentuate his words. 

“Not a hell of a lot there,” Kelso observed. 

“Precisely.” He gestured toward the safe with his head and said, “I’ve 
fourteen other files that outweigh the collected works of any author you 
might mention—all counter-intelligence—and they all add up to the 
same thing—nothing. Not a single conclusion in the lot.” 

“Conclusions about what?” Leath asked leaning forward. 

Brooks-Hayden seated himself. “It’s best I begin where I can 
corroborate the facts for you.” He opened the slim folder and began, 
“Last month, our General Gott was appointed as the new Commander of 
the British Eighth Army to replace General Auchinleck...it was a very 
quiet appointment and General Sir Harold Anderson sent his aide, a 
Colonel Lyle Peterson to Maghra to summon Gott to Cairo for a top level 
meeting. No one outside the General Staff knew of Gott’s appointment 
or the fact that he was being recalled from the front to assume 
command of the Eighth.” He paused to let his words sink in. “Peterson 
left El Qahirah, flew directly to Magrah, picked up Gott and his 
divisional commander, and returned. 

“A few moments before the aircraft carrying the entourage of VIPs 
was due to land, a recon flight reported five German dive bombers 
coming in from the south—an open-channel alert went out and all 
standby squadrons were scrambled into the air.” He looked about at the 
men listening to him. “The Stukas flew directly over Cairo and headed 
for Suez and every ship in the air fell into a defense line—the bloody 
canal seemed to be the Jerries’ target—or so it appeared. While all this 
was happening, the General’s aircraft was given emergency clearance to 
land. Just as the aircraft touched down, a pair of ME-109s came straight 
in from the west and fair nailed the poor blighters to the ground....” 
Brooks-Hayden swallowed thickly, then continued. 

“The RAF had its escort over the field, maintaining a holding pattern 
due to the alert over the Stukas that had overflown the field, and Suez... 
they were chased into the eastern desert and shot down to the plane— 
the Messerschmitts did their work, then simply stood on their tails and 
out ran the escort P-40s.” 

McClain nodded and made the comment, “The Stukas were a 
diversion...” 

“Yes—and quite well planned.” Brooks-Hayden replied. “We managed 


to reach one on the ground that hadn’t burned. No gunner in the ship 
and it had been equipped with special fuel tanks that would nearly 
double its normal range.” He glanced at Hubbard, then the others. “The 
Luftwaffe have no bases in the south, but that’s the direction the Stukas 
came from.” 

“They did a little flying then,” McClain said and asked, “Did you 
figure their maximum range?” 

Brooks-Hayden nodded and stood. “That’s something that presents us 
with another question to answer,” he said as he walked to the right of 
the table and pulled down a map of the western desert and the Libyan 
border. “From the fuel remaining in the aircraft we found, and by 
estimating consumption at both high and low altitudes, we still come up 
a bit over one hundred fifty miles short of all known Luftwaffe bases.” 
He pointed to a section on the map just west of the Libyan border. “We 
know there’s a new base near Sidi Omar—here... and facilities for one at 
Matruh, but it was hit heavily by thé RAF just a few days before the 
attack on Gott’s aircraft, so we’ve ruled it out—tentatively, of course.” 

“And the Messeschmitts?” Madden asked. “Did they come from the 
same location?” 

Brooks-Hayden shrugged. “We wish to hell we could confirm that,” he 
said. “The range of the ME-109 is approximately seven hundred miles 
with drop-tanks, and somewhat less at the speed they were flying when 
they disappeared to the west—and they had no drop-tanks...” 

“Which doesn’t mean they didn’t have them when they started,” 
McClain remarked. 

“Correct. But even with tanks of the sort, they would be some 
hundred fifty miles short of their nearest base under the most ideal 
conditions. They flew straight off into the west and simply disappeared.” 

Hubbard leaned forward and questioned, “You think they may have a 
base we don’t know about?” 

“It’s the only explanation we’ve been able to come up with, and from 
our radar tracking—both here and at the front—and our speculation 
regarding time, distance and the lot, it’s either in or near an area where 
such a base would be impossible to service, or even establish according 
to the experts...” 

Leath spoke up. “Something you haven’t mentioned—but it’s obvious 
—both the Messerschmitts and the Stukas acted in concert—that is, they 
both had foreknowledge of Gott’s flight, correct?” 

“Yes,” Brooks-Hayden replied. “And that in itself is a practical 
impossibility... yet it happened.” 


“Who knew about the recall and the flight beforehand?” Hubbard 
asked. 

Brooks-Hayden looked at him directly and replied, “Only members of 
the General Staff.” 

A heavy silence befell the room and each of the men looked toward 
the British Officer with new interest. 

Kelso leaned back in his chair. “Sounds like someone’s talkin’ out of 
school.” 

“There’s no way word of the flight could have leaked at the last 
minute?” Harrison asked, finally breaking his silence. 

Brooks-Hayden shook his head. “The aircraft was a Bombay transport 
—cleared to Alexandria on a routine mail run—only the pilot and 
Colonel Peterson knew of their destination until they were off the 
ground. They maintained radio silence to and from Magrah... there was 
a definite leak, Gentlemen, but long before the Bombay took off from 
Cairo.” 

“Yes, Sir,” Madden said and kicked back in his chair. “You do have a 
problem!” 

Brooks-Hayden looked at the red-haired man and spoke softly. “A 
problem I’m hoping you’ll help me solve, Mister Madden.” 

All heads turned toward the map for another look. 


FOUR 


“You've got two problems, the way I see it,” Leath said following the 
intelligence man’s statement. “One, you’ve got a leak you can’t seem to 
plug, two, the leaks are going someplace you don’t think exists, right?” 
Brooks-Hayden nodded and the man continued. “Well, if you aren’t able 
to establish just where this information is coming from, perhaps if you 
knew where it was going and how it got there, you’d be able to get the 
answer to number one.” 

“We’ve thought of that, old man,” Brooks-Hayden replied. “And it’s 
bloody well easier said than done. Whoever has been giving over the 
information to the Jerries has a method we haven’t been able to single 
out—and that’s the real rake.” 

“Radio?” McClain asked. 

The man shook his head. “We have full-band coverage twenty four 
hours a day... crypto estimates the absolute minimum time required to 
have sent out information regarding Gott’s flight would have been in the 
neighborhood of twenty five seconds—and that is without 
acknowledgement or confirmation. We monitor on ten second sweeps 
from four locations—it would be a mathematical impossibility to have 
transmitted such a message and not had at least a portion of it 
monitored.” 

“Considering the time involved,” Hubbard remarked, “that doesn’t 
leave too many methods open for this party—whoever it is—to get the 
information over to the other side.” 

“Correct.” The intelligence chief said. “If we could figure out how it’s 
being done, then we might be able to learn who that party is.” 

“Okay,” McClain said and stood. He went to the map and looked at it 
for a long moment; he located Cairo and picked up a pair of dividers 
from an adjacent table. “Show me where you think the Stukas and 
Schmitts might have come from—no matter how improbable.” 

Brooks-Hayden joined him at the map and the others watched. “This 
area directly west of us is called the Qattara Depression—or more 
appropriately, the ‘Devil’s Playground’...” 

Joining them at the map, Leath remarked, “I thought that was west of 
Tobruk.” 

“No—that’s known as the ‘Devil’s Cauldron’... Qattara is seven 


thousand square miles of the most hellish territory any man has ever 
layed eyes on. It is over four hundred feet below sea level at its lowest 
point—and it’s presently serving as our southern boundary and defense 
line below Alamein,” he pointed. “Throughout history it has proven 
impassable to armies, and mechanized crossing is out of the question. 
Our estimates on both the flight of Stukas and the MEs fall within a fifty 
mile radius, here...” and he pointed to the western fringes of the Qattara 
Depression. “Recon flights and photographic missions have turned up 
nothing... and I mean precisely that, nothing. Yet the mechanics of it 
tell us that there is something within this area.” 

“The Devil’s Playground...” McClain mused, then turned to Leath. 
“Sort of like Ajo, isn’t it?” 

He smiled. “Yeah, with a hunk of the Grand Canyon thrown in.” 

“So we’ve got a leak here,” McClain said and tapped the map at Cairo. 
“And it ends up here...” and he moved the leg of the dividers to the 
western edge of Qattara. “Guess we oughta check it out.” 

“And see where the water runs....” Leath finished for him, then faced 
Brooks-Hayden. “And I sort of sense there’s more to this than you’re 
tellin’, B.H.” 

The man glanced at Hubbard, then nodded. “All right. What ’m going 
to tell you is not common knowledge—only the upper echelon of 
General Staff has been informed of the tentative date. However, I 
understand they’ve gotten up pools at every club in town, and no doubt 
some remote cipher clerk will win them all. General Montgomery has 
assumed command of the Eighth Army—twice he’s vetoed General 
Anderson’s request for a finalized plan for an all-out offensive at El 
Alamein... both times with my cognizance, and you might say by my 
suggestion. Monty knows of the leaks in our boat and he feels as I do 
about finalizing anything so long as we are uncertain about the security 
of the place.” He looked from one man to the other, then went on, 
“Rommel is in Europe, but his forces are fast recuperating and 
strengthening their supply lines from the Italian mainland to Tunisa and 
El Alamein. 

“The outcome of the forthcoming battle will much depend on who 
strikes first. Your G-Two and our own MI-Five agree that the 
Panzerarmee will move within the next thirty days.” He drew a deep 
breath. “And that doesn’t leave us one hell of a lot of time, Gentlemen. 
Some one hundred thousand lives hang in the balance—and even more 
—the whole of Egypt, the Suez, the Middle East.” 

Leath looked at the others, then turned to McClain. “See if you can 


pinpoint that ‘improbable’ spot, Bear....” He turned to Brooks-Hayden. 
“Can he have your figures?” 

“Certainly.” 

“And we'll need some red tape cut—that too?” 

Brooks-Hayden frowned. “What kind of red tape?” 

“Equipment for the most part. I’ll give you a list if we can use this 
room for about an hour.” 

“Tt’s yours,” he said and turned toward the safe. “I'll get the figures for 
you, McClain.” 

Hubbard looked at Leath and smiled as he asked, “At the risk of 
sounding like your commanding officer, can I ask what the hell you’ve 
got in mind?” 

Leath winked at the others then replied, “Sure, won’t do no harm to 
ask, Hubs... but the truth of the matter is—I really don’t know.” 

“But you're going in.” 

“Looks that way.” 

“When?” 

Again he smiled. “Tonight—if B.H. can cut that tape I mentioned.” 

The next three hours the five men of Tac One sat at the table and 
pooled what knowledge they had of the desert, the area they were going 
into, and by using the intelligence figures regarding the German flights, 
they settled on a location, a means of transportation and finally a 
decision on what tactics they would use if and when they found what 
they were looking for. 

Kelso sighed heavily and drained the bottle of warm beer he held 
loosely in his hand. “We are operating on an awful lot of ‘ifs’ Jim-Bob.” 

Leath toyed with the bottle of Allsop’s and nodded. “It’s about the 
same odds we had goin’ into Tobruk, Partner.” 

“And about twice the odds of ever comin’ out, the way I see it,” Kelso 
replied. 

Harrison tipped his own bottle, then remarked, “Like I said, George, 
you’re a wotrier.” 

“Bet your ass, Sonny Boy—that’s how I got to be this old—worryin’...” 
and he grinned at the younger man. 

“Okay—while you do that, George,” McClain said, “we’ll get this party 
together. Just see that you do enough worryin’ for all of us!” 

Madden leaned back in his chair and grinned. “Suits the shit outta me 
—George worries, you put it together and I'll watch the rest of you....” 

Madden ducked as four empty beer bottles were thrown at him. 


Two hours after Leath had given Brooks-Hayden the list of equipment, 
the five men of Tac One stood on the airstrip at El Qahirah before a row 
of hangers. They followed Hubbard and Brooks-Hayden through the 
wide doors and found a twin-engined American built A-20, attack 
bomber, with Royal Air Force markings. 

“Tt’s been fair stripped—used as a photo-recon for low level work,” 
Brooks-Hayden remarked, “until it ran afoul of some flack over Ruweisat 
Ridge a few weeks ago.” 

The Team walked around the patched-up airplane and McClain asked, 
“What seems to be her biggest problem?” 

“Crew chief tells me there are no replacement parts for the central 
reservoir—something to do with its hydraulics.” 

McClain nodded. “Landing gear... will the damn thing fly?” 

Brooks-Hayden shrugged. “The crew chief said it would fly but he 
couldn’t guarantee how long or in which direction.” 

“We'll take it... wrap it up,” Harrison said. 

McClain smiled and nodded. “Right—just give us the guarantee it’ll 
get off the goddamn ground—T’ll do the rest.” 

Hubbard shook his head. “I think you’re all a little crazy, but...” 

Just then a panel truck without markings drew up before the building 
and Brooks-Hayden said, “Here’s the rest of your equipment—would you 
like it wrapped, also?” 

The men of the Team smiled and Leath asked, “No chance of you 
getting drunk and forgetting the pick-up coordinates, is there, Chappie?” 
The intelligence chief chuckled. There was a jovial familiarity about 

these men, he thought, that resisted all authority and rank—and they 
were so damnably efficient at everything they set about, one could not 
deny them that familiarity. 

“Tll have them tatooed on my arse,” he replied and the others 
laughed. 

At 2300 hours, El Qahirah traffic control cleared the recon flight for 
runway seven four; in the tower, Hubbard and Brooks-Hayden stood by 
the controller as he verified clearance for the aircraft and it swung onto 
the far runway, only its bright lights showing like two beacons in the 
night. 

In the cockpit, McClain glanced toward Kelso in the co-pilot’s seat. 
The black man nodded and checked the guages again and McClain eased 
forward the throttles and the aircraft vibrated heavily. As he released 
the brakes and the ship moved ahead, Madden looked across the empty 
bomb-bay at Leath and shouted above the sound of the engines, “I hope 


that fuckin’ crew chief was right!” 

Beside him, Harrison laughed and said, “If he wasn’t we’ll be the first 
ones to know it!” 

“Yeah,...” Madden growled, “then our next of kin!” 

“Relax!” Leath shouted in return, “George is doin’ the worryin’ for all 
of us, remember?” 

Madden glowered at the man in the dim light of the fusilage and hung 
tightly to the harness that held him in the jump seat as the aircraft 
roared down the runway. 

“Up, baby, up...” McClain whispered to himself as the limit lights of 
the runway seven four flashed by. “Come on, sweetheart...” and he 
pulled back on the controls as the nose lifted and the ship responded to 
the force of air beneath the surface of the wings. “Just a bit, baby...” he 
said more loudly and pulled back further. The aircraft lifted from the 
tarmac at just over a hundred miles per hour and suddenly the vibration 
was gone and the sound of the engines seemed to lower as they left the 
ground. The ship climbed and both McClain and Kelso breathed a sigh 
of relief as they became fully airborne. 

“The sonofabitch flies!” McClain shouted gleefully as he banked and 
continued his climb. Then leveling off at one thousand feet, he feathered 
the props, adjusted the fuel mixture and began a slow ascent to their 
pre-plotted altitude of 3500 feet and came on-course, heading due west. 

Leath came forward and poked his head and shoulders through into 
the cockpit. “Did I hear you say we’re flying?” 

McClain scanned the gauges, checked their heading on the compass 
and spoke over his shoulder. “That we are, Jim-Bob.” He glanced at the 
watch on his left wrist and looked across at Kelso, nodding for the man 
to take it. As the black man took the controls, McClain switched on the 
overhead instrument light and picked up a clip board from beneath his 
seat. “Gonna be a short flight, Partner... about thirty seven minutes to 
be exact.” 

Leath nodded and slapped the man on his shoulder. “I'll get things 
ready,” he said and looked at the ten pound package strapped in the 
empty seat of the narrow engineer’s compartment just aft of the cockpit. 
“A very short flight...” he said to himself and returned to the others. 


FIVE 


Again, Kelso took the controls and as McClain switched on the 
overhead light, Kelso noticed the fine sheen of sweat on his friend’s face. 
Kelso knew the burden was on McClain—he was calling the shots and 
each of their lives depended on him calling them right. He watched the 
man called “Bear” as he rechecked his original figures, refolded the map 
and glanced again at the air-speed indicator directly before him. 

“This thing drives like a truck with the gear down!” McClain 
exclaimed and looked at his watch “Take it down to two thousand, 
George.” 

Kelso eased forward on the controls and McClain reached for the 
throttles, compensating for the increase in their air speed. “How much 
longer?” Kelso asked. 

“Twelve minutes,” he said tersely and checked his watch again. 

As they leveled in-flight at 2000 feet, McClain took the controls and 
turned to the other man. “Get ’em ready, Partner!” 

Keiso stepped out of his seat and backed out of the narrow cockpit. He 
looked toward the bundle in the engineer’s compartment as he worked 
his way aft and he wondered again how much trouble Brooks-Hayde 
had encountered in obtaining the aircraft and their equipment: not 
much, he concluded, it had all been put together in a matter of a few 
hours. 

“Time to do it,” Kelso said to Madden, then lifted the short handled 
crank from its place on the bulkhead of the aircraft. Madden nodded 
silently and pressed by him as he went forward. Harrison caught the nod 
from the black man and went to the far end of the bomb-bay and 
removed a second crank; behind him, Leath pulled on the bulky B-10 
parachute, checking the harness closely as he did. Kelso and Harrison 
turned their cranks in unison from opposite ends of the attack bomber’s 
long bay; a high pitched shriek filled the aircraft as air passed over the 
exposed surface of the bay doors and Leath took a step backwards as the 
full force of the onrushing air hit him. 

Madden stooped over the bundle secured in the seat of the engineer’s 
compartment; he pulled a pencil-thin detonator from the pocket of his 
tunic, stripped the exposed wires with his knife and inserted the blunt 
end of the small device into the pack. He affixed one wire to the dry cell 


battery atop the explosives, then tied the other to a wire leading from 
the timing device. 

“How long, Bear?” he shouted forward over the noise of the engines 
coming from the open bay doors. 

McClain checked their heading once more and locked the manual 
over-ride in neutral as he put the control of the aircraft on auto-pilot. 

“Seven minutes....” he said as he stepped from the cockpit and 
squeezed by Madden. 

The red-haired man twisted the dial of the timing device and flipped 
on the toggle switch that closed the circuit to the battery. He swallowed 
drily and sat back as one minute ticked off—no matter how many times 
you handle it, there’s always that chance... he thought and recalled the 
time his powder-monkey had lazily stuffed the detonators into the 
primer-sticks of the eighty percent nitro-gel that was going to be used a 
quarter mile away at the well-head, then jumped down from the tailgate 
of the truck and reached for a case of dynamite...and had blown himself 
over a square acre of Mexican landscape. He swallowed again as the 
hand on the dial of the device dropped a single notch, then he stood and 
went aft to join the others. 

“Five minutes!” McClain called loudly and held up five fingers to 
Leath. Leath nodded and hooked up the static lines from the two 
equipment packs that hung loosely above the opened bay doors. 

Leath gave McClain the O.K. signal, then helped Harrison into his 
chute. Kelso and Madden assisted each other as McClain slipped into his 
chute. 

McClain held up two fingers and the Team readied themselves; Leath 
reached for the halyard release on the first equipment chute. At plus 30 
seconds, McClain dropped his hand and shouted, “Go!” 

Leath jerked the cord and the first chute-pack dropped, sucked 
outside; its static line stretched tight, then flapped against the fusilage as 
the ring was pulled free and the chute opened behind the aircraft. 
McClain called again and the second pack followed the first. 
Immediately, Leath worked his way forward, past the open bay doors 
and squatted. 

McClain followed the sweep second hand on his watch, then touched 
Leath’s shoulder. 

Goggles down, Leath leaned forward with his left hand on the square 
ring of the chute release. The initial shock was a sudden buffeting and 
he felt himself tumble, then he righted himself and pulled the ring. He 
felt the chute at his back billow out and a second shock straightened 


him as the canopy blossomed above. He caught his breath and twisted in 
the harness; he could see nothing but the dwindling exhaust flames from 
the aircraft and it seemed a long way off. Then he heard the pop of a 
second chute as it opened above and ahead of him. Harrison followed 
Leath, then Madden and Kelso and finally, McClain. He glanced over his 
shoulder at the dim green lights of the instrument panel, then stepped 
into nothingness. 

Leath pulled on the harness and tried to make out the ground below, 
but the night was black and he stretched out his legs for the two story 
shock he knew would come all too soon. 

A brief instant before he hit, Leath caught a glimpse of Harrison’s 
chute above and to his left, then he saw the ground rushing up to meet 
him and he pulled hard on the canopy tags. 

A bone-jarring slam brought him to earth. He tucked his knees, rolled 
once and hauled in on the lines of the chute as he came to his feet—but 
it was unnecessary, there wasn’t a breath of wind where he had landed. 
And Leath realized the earth beneath his feet was not the soft sand he 
had somehow been expecting, but hard, packed earth. Releasing the 
chest harness, he stepped out of the webbing and turned as he heard 
Harrison hit, twenty yards away. He gathered in his own chute and ran 
to the spot where the younger man had landed. 

Harrison was tangled in the shroud lines and cursed as Leath came 
upon him. Two quick slashes from his knife freed him and he pulled 
himself up from the nylon lines. 

“Okay?” Leath questioned. 

“That was a short drop!” Harrison exclaimed as he removed the 
harness and gathered his chute. 

“Come on,” Leath said as they heard Madden touch down. They made 
their way through the darkness and found Madden lying unconscious, 
his chute stretched out beyond him. He groaned as the other two 
kneeled; Leath checked quickly for broken bones and Harrison 
unbuckled the harness from the man’s body. 

Madden moaned again and shook his head. “You all right?” Leath 
questioned as the man tried to sit up. 

“J... I think so—just knocked the wind out...!” he said meekly. 

Kelso waited where he had landed and in a few minutes, McClain 
appeared out of the darkness and joined him. 

“You’re hard to find on a dark night, George,” McClain said jokingly. 

“Good thing I had my eyes open, huh?” was his retort as they turned 
to search for the others. 


Madden was sitting up as the other two joined the group. “Everyone 
okay?” he asked as he noticed Madden still on the ground. 

“Paul landed on his ass—shook up his brain,” Harrison quipped. 

“Yeah, okay,” Madden said as he stood shakily. “You'll think shook up 
if I pinch your head off, wise guy!” 

The others laughed and Leath pulled them up. “Let’s get our shit and 
move. I’d like to think we’re alone out here, but you can never tell.” And 
leading the others, he struck off in the direction of the equipment 
chutes. 

“How long before our bird blows?” he questioned as Madden fell in 
beside him. 

“It'll be too far away for us to hear it, Jim-Bob—about ten more 
minutes.” 

Leath nodded and felt his way through the darkness ahead. They 
found the two supply chutes had come down among a spread of large 
rocks and as they retrieved them, Madden remarked, “I’m glad these 
went out first!” 

The others agreed and they set about unpacking their gear in the 
darkness. McClain and Harrison buried the seven parachutes a short 
distance away, then rejoined the others. Leath passed one of two small 
handset-radios to McClain and they split up the water and rations. Each 
carried a Thompson gun with ample extra ammunition and Madden 
took charge of the Mills grenades, stuffing them into the Haversack 
slung about his shoulder; each of the others took a pair of grenades and 
clipped them to their pack straps, then Leath looked at the luminous dial 
of his watch. 

“We’ve got about five hours ’til dawn. Let’s move it...” 

Kelso read his compass and took the point as the Team moved west. 


Ona high ridge a mile south from the spot the men of Tac One had 
dropped out of the sky, an Italian night patrol paused to drink a cup of 
ersatz coffee and radio their hourly report. The officer in charge of the 
patrol relayed a brief message to the German command post, twenty 
miles to the west. 


UNIDENTIFIED AIRCRAFT PASSED OVER SECTOR A-3 AT LOW 
ALTITUDE—TWELVE CHECK PLUS 42 MINUTES. A/C MULTI- 
ENGINE. COURSE WESTERLY. PATROL FOUR. 


The duty officer at the command post cursed the slowness of the 
Italian’s report and wondered if it was the same aircraft the Northern 
Sector patrol had reported exploding over the desert only moments 
before. He sighed, shook his head and logged the report in his book, 
then went back to his game of chess with the sleepy sergeant, silently 
cursing his recent assignment to the base called simply, “Qattara 
Kinzig.” 


SIX 


It was near dawn when Leath finally called a halt. The area where they 
stopped was in a deep, rocky cleft that led to a natural plain, a mile 
away. From this vantage point they were covered from above, for the 
base of the cleft was formed by an overhang of rock and before them, 
the land sloped downward to a deep wadi, dry and strewn with huge 
boulders. 

McClain agreed to take the first stand on watch while the others slept, 
and with one of the two radio handsets, he climbed upward and 
disappeared among the rocks that topped the stony rise above the cleft. 
He paused as he reached the summit and found a plateau-like ridge that 
ran for several miles in either direction, and from this spot he had a 
clear view of all the area about them. He pulled himself up and lay flat 
atop a boulder that afforded him cover from one side, and he knew he 
would need it once the sun rose fully, for even at that hour, the air hung 
heavily about him with no stirring and he recalled the parched days on 
the rocky plain above Ajo where the men of Tac One had spent long 
months in training. Glancing at his wristwatch, he pushed the radio to 
one side, removed his binoculars and swept the area in a full circle, then 
satisfied, he leaned back and pulled a cigarette from his shirt pocket, lit 
it and thought about his friends below. 

The four had climbed to a small shelf that gave both cover and shade 
and as they reached it, Madden sat heavily and removed the haversack 
that contained the grenades. Kelso wiped his face and noticed his friend 
wince as he slipped out of his gear. 

“You okay, Mad Dog?” 

“T dunno,” he said, shaking his head. “Think I cracked a couple of ribs 
when I hit the ground.” 

Leath joined them and knelt beside the man as he removed his shirt. 
He examined Madden’s side and found the lower left rib cage sensitive 
to touch. Harrison produced a field kit and Leath taped the man’s ribs 
tightly as Madden sat uncomplaining but in obvious pain. 

“T’ve got some codeine tablets if you need ’em,” Harrison offered. 

Madden rubbed his side and took a deep, easy breath. “No thanks, 
Sonny, but I’ll take a beer if you’ve got one in that bag of tricks.” 

“Fresh out, Partner,” the younger man replied, “guess you’ll just have 


to tough it out.” 

“Yeah,” Kelso said. “And I don’t want to hear any more about them 
‘teeny’ holes I picked up in Tobruk!” 

Madden looked up at his friend and recalled the kidding he had done 
when Kelso had been shot. “What goes around comes around—that it, 
George?” 

“You said it, not me,” Kelso replied, sharing a smile with his friends. 


Ten miles to the west, at the German command post of Qattara Einzig, 
men climbed sleepily from their cots and the officer of the day read the 
night’s log; he found the two individual entries regarding the 
unidentified aircraft and read them a second time before putting any 
particular significance to them; RAF overflights were not unusual, but as 
a rule they were daylight flights and normally they were sighted some 
miles north of the base. He went to the area map on the slanted table 
across the room and located the sectors where the reports originated. He 
marked them both, and as he gazed at the spots, an unnatural feeling of 
excitement went through him as he noted the vector of the aircraft’s 
flight path. 

Immediately, he contacted the Italian patrol in the sector where the 
aircraft had been reported as having exploded in-flight, then he barked a 
harsh command to his sergeant as that man walked through the door of 
the command post. 

Ten minutes later, a Storch, single-engine recon plane lifted from the 
ground near the end of the unmarked runway that ran for some four 
thousand feet along the desert floor in a north-south direction. No 
sooner had the Storch become airborne, twenty Italian troops that made 
up the labor force of Qattara Einzig came onto the strip carrying palm 
fronds and began a sweeping line back to the point where the recon 
aircraft had rolled from beneath the nets a few moments before. In less 
than five minutes, all traces of the aircraft’s wheel tracks were gone and 
several boulder-like structures, built of plywood and painted to blend 
with the surrounding rocks on the desert floor, were carried to points on 
the unmarked landing strip, which appeared now as a boulder-strewn 
path between the solid rock walls of the valley where the command post 
was situated. 

A half hour’s flight brought the recon plane into the sector where the 
unidentified aircraft had exploded the night before, and coordinating his 
search pattern with the directions given by the Italian patrol, the pilot of 


the Storch hung his light plane in lazy circles, ever widening, a thousand 
feet in the air. On his fifth pass, the pilot spotted what appeared to be 
the tail section of a larger aircraft, some distance to the west. He rolled 
the light plane and slipped down to a height of fifty feet after he had 
contacted the patrol, which was heading in that direction, a dozen miles 
off; as he throttled back and reduced to glide speed, he passed over the 
wreckage and spotted the tell-tale bullseye pattern on the torn fusilage 
and noted that the tail section was the only portion of the wreck that lay 
intact on the desert floor. He extended his flight circle and located the 
engines, a half mile apart, buried deep in the hard packed earth, and 
nearby a section of a wing—also bearing the bullseye pattern of the 
RAF. 

Climbing again, he radioed his find back to the base, then flew north 
until he established visual contact with the Italian patrol; he plotted the 
exact coordinates of the wreckage, relayed them to the patrol, then 
turned for home. 

Forty minutes later, the Storch set down at Qattara Einzig and a net 
was lifted; the aircraft taxied into a deep, natural cavern of rock. The 
Luftwaffe pilot climbed from the small plane and glanced toward the 
row of sleek new Messerschmitts setting wing to wing in a staggered 
formation beneath rock and net. He smiled to himself as he walked from 
under the netting and strode the short distance in the bright sunlight to 
the command post that set alone beyond the geologically natural hangar 
where the aircraft of Luftwaffe Combat Squdron, Angriff IV, were 
parked, well hidden from view. 

The recon pilot found his commanding officer, Major Albrecht von 
Gebber, bent over the map table, several charts spread before him. 
Nearby, the duty officer spoke in crisp Italian with the patrol leader of 
the search party the recon flight had directed to the sight of the 
wreckage. 

Finally, the duty officer handed the microphone to the radio operator 
and turned to von Gebhber. “There were no bodies, or any evidence of 
such anywhere near the wreckage, Mein Kommandant,” he reported 
stiffly. 

Von Gebber waved an impatient hand at the man. “I heard,” he 
replied and looked at the recon pilot. 

“You flew a direct path from the site back here?” 

“Ja....” the man said and traced a line on the map before von Gebber. 
“I saw absolutely nothing... the wreckage was quite widely strewn, 
which corresponds with the report that it exploded in-flight, Mein 


Kommandant.” 

“So it would seem,” he mused, then looking at the map again, he said, 
almost to himself, “but why would a seemingly unmanned aircraft fly 
over this precise location last night, simply to explode a short distance 
west of here a few minutes later?” 

The duty officer frowned; he did not grasp the implication 
immediately: his first thought when he traced the vector on the map was 
that of a bomber searching for a target. The direction of the flight could 
only be explained thusly—all territory to the west was in the hands of 
the Panzerarmee and only their base... and a look of sudden concern 
crossed his features. 

“The aircraft was not unmanned, Mundiger.” 

Von Gebber smiled, “Correct, Herr Leutnant. And if the British 
sacrificed a twin engine aircraft, wishing us to believe it exploded in the 
air with all hands—just where might those people be, and for what 
purpose might they be where they are?” 

“Our base....” the lieutenant said and glanced again at the map, then 
turned his eyes to the telephone sitting on a table beside the radio 
equipment. 

Von Gebber looked at his wristwatch. “Alert the southern patrol to 
leave their sector and converge with the patrol from sector A-three, and 
alert that patrol to meet me here.” He stabbed a finger to a point on the 
map directly east of the base. “Assemble the company and have them 
ready to move out in ten minutes, Herr Leutnant—I shall supervise the 
search, personally.” 

Von Gebber turned to the pilot. “And you... if someone is looking for 
aeroplanes... let’s give them one to look at.” And he bent to the chart. 
“We'll begin here,” he said, and smiled. 


The sun rose steadily and with it came the baked, breathless heat of the 
Devil’s Playground and found McClain still on his perch atop the rock 
formation above the canyon-like wadi where his friends slept, out of the 
full force of the sun. He wiped his face again, picked up the binoculars 
and adjusted the sunshade over the lenses, then scanned the area in a 
full circle. As he faced eastward, he paused and adjusted the focus as a 
trail of dust in the distance caught his notice. 


SEVEN 


McClain sat patiently as the rising spirals of dust came closer, until 
finally he was able to make out the bulky outline of the forward vehicle. 

He lifted the handset and pressed the send button rapidly several 
times, then said, “Jim-Bob...company!” 

Below, Leath came from his half-sleep as the handset near his head 
cracked and he heard McClain’s voice. He grabbed the set and shook his 
head in an effort to awaken fully. He pressed the button and said simply, 
“Repeat.” 

“Company—couple of miles—looks like it might be trouble,” the man 
replied. 

“Gotcha.” Leath returned and sat up to find Kelso staring at him, 
apparently fully awake. 

Leath glanced toward Harrison and Madden sleeping soundly and he 
told Kelso, “Wake ’em up, George—I’m going topside.” Then he grabbed 
his Thompson and scrambled into the bright sunlight beyond the 
overhang. The heat hit him like a hammer and he squinted upward 
toward the crest as he began to climb. 

He found McClain lying flat atop the large boulder, binoculars pointed 
east. “They’ve stopped,” he said as Leath flopped beside him, then he 
handed the glasses to the man. 

Leath scanned the area and was able to make out the two vehicles 
parked now, a mile distant. He refocused the glasses and was able to 
detect the movement of men as they left the vehicles and walked toward 
the ledge of the natural canyon the men of Tac One had sought refuge in 
early that morning. 

“They’re looking for something,” Leath remarked, then turned as 
McClain touched his shoulder. 

“There—south,” the man said and pointed. 

Leath turned the glasses in that direction and saw the dust trails 
rising. He watched for several long minutes, then handed the binoculars 
to McClain and reached for the handset. “Two more,” he said, then 
pressed the button on the radio. 

“Every body up?” he questioned. 

“Affirmative,” Kelso replied. 

“Move ’em out, George—west. We’ve got company coming. We’ll meet 


you beyond that next ridge before the plain... just stay close to cover— 
Bear and I are gonna stick and see what’s happening.” 

“Don’t be late for lunch,” Kelso quipped and shouldered the radio, 
then jacked the receiver of his machine gun. 

“You heard the man—let’s make tracks,” he said as he reached for the 
haversack full of grenades and slung it over his right shoulder. 

Madden looked at him gratefully and took a small swallow from his 
canteen while Harrison buried the trash from their rations beneath the 
loose sand near the back of the rock wall. 

The three men emerged in to the blinding sunlight and climbed slowly 
down the rocky slope to the bottom of the deep wadi. They struck off in 
a westerly direction, staying close to the wall of the cut and had only 
gone a hundred yards when Harrison called out. 

“Listen!” 

They all heard it: the tight whine of a light aircraft approaching 
swiftly and close to the ground. They pressed against the rocks in an 
effort to hide themselves and Kelso kneeled, looking westward in the 
direction of the sound. 

McClain and Leath heard the aircraft approaching at almost the same 
instant and rolled instinctively from their position on the large boulder, 
just as the light aircraft came into sight. 

They crouched as the Storch flew by, and it seemed to both of them 
they could reach out and touch the pilot as the aircraft flew a direct line 
over the canyon below them. 

“They are lookin’!” McClain remarked as the aircraft banked, gained 
altitude and flew toward the parked patrol in the distance. 

“And they’re doing it together,” Leath said in return as he stood and 
trained the glasses to the south; the second patrol had changed direction 
and was heading toward the first as the recon plane swung in a wide 
arc, then turned east again. 

The radio cracked. “Catch that, Jim-Bob?” 

“Yeah—let’s stay off this thing—keep low and make tracks. Fly boy 
will probably be back, so keep your eyes and ears open.” 

“Wilco,” Kelso replied and cut transmission. 

Leath looked at McClain for a long moment and the man smiled as he 
pulled a pair of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. “So this is what it’s all 
about, huh?” 

Leath smiled; he knew the other man’s experience matched his own 
and as he accepted a light for his smoke he nodded, “This is what it’s all 
about, Partner... hide and go-seek.” 


“Yeah, we’re hiding and they’re seeking—what do we do now?” 

Leath took a deep drag and shrugged, “Let’s see if we can’t make the 
game a little more interesting and turn things around. We'll give George 
and the others a little head start and see what our friends are gonna do 
—we just might have to put a little shit in the game if they get too 
close.” 

“Then you don’t think all them folks could just be an honest 
coincidence?” McClain questioned. 

Leath shook his head. “Foxie used to say that coincidence was 
something you bumped into when you weren’t looking where you’re 
going... and I’ve got a hunch that them folks is lookin’ for us folks!”. 

McClain grinned widely, took a last drag from his smoke and butted 
it, then placed it in his shirt pocket. He wiped the heavy perspiration 
from his face onto the sleeve of his shirt and remarked, “I missed the 
hell out of you guys when you left Ajo—you know that, don’t you?” 

“Who’s making the beer now?’ Leath asked, shying from the man’s 
offer of intimacy. 

McClain sighed. “Well, with me gone, it’s hard to say—Kelso made the 
best damned home-brew I’ve ever run across—” He chuckled. 
“Beaumaster blew up the rec-shack usin’ old bottles just before I left!” 

Leath smiled, took a final drag from his cigarette and crushed it out. 
He tore the paper and scattered the tobacco, then rolled the paper into a 
tight ball and pressed it into the sand at the base of the rock. 

“Let’s see what’s happening,” he said and stood. 

McClain stood beside him and as Leath looked toward the spot where 
the two patrols had converged, he glanced in the opposite direction. 
“Oh-oh...” he said and nudged his friend. 

Leath turned and he didn’t need the binoculars to see the third pair of 
vehicles approaching rapidly from the west. They were larger than the 
others and they were closer. 

Both men looked about, then Leath pointed. They scrambled for the 
cover of a group of rocks that faced the plateau and there they crouched 
as they heard the clatter and metalic rumbling of tracks accompanied by 
the low-geared whine of engines. 

As the vehicles passed, McClain went tense. “Half-tracks,” he said 
lowly. 

Leath peered around the rocks and saw the four smaller vehicles 
driving slowly toward them along the plateau. He looked downward to 
the deep wadi and wished that he and McClain had joined the others, 
but to try to scale the steep slope now might prov disastrous with the 


pressure of the six vehicles so near. 

“We stick...” Leath said and freed the safety of his Thompson as the 
two half-tracks filled with German soldiers drew up no more than two 
hundred yards from where they crouched. McClain checked his own 
weapon and shouldered the radio as he looked toward the armored 
vehicles a short distance away; he was already soaked with perspiration, 
but he broke a new sweat as he recalled the memory of the Japanese 
half-track that had driven onto their airfield near Loyang in Honan 
Province. It massacred over a hundred soldiers and civilians before it 
was stopped and destroyed by one of the men from his squadron who 
had mounted a dozer and crashed into it. He swallowed thickly and 
glanced at Leath. 

As the other four vehicles drew up, the pair of watchers saw that they 
were lightly armored personnel carriers and as Leath scanned the scene 
with the glasses, he remarked, “Mixed company... German and Italian.” 
He watched apprehensively as a German officer climbed from the cab of 
the lead track and waited as two Italian officers walked to where he 
stood. 


Von Gebber glanced up as the Storch appeared in the distance and flew 
in low over the deep defile to his left. He snapped his fingers and the 
driver of the half-track jerked the microphone from its hook and handed 
it to the major. 

“Have you seen anything?’ Von Gebber questioned the pilot of the 
spotter plane. 

“Nein... I’ve flown beyond the radius you set, and nothing. If anyone 
is on foot, they cannot stay hidden forever...do you wish me to make 
another run, Mundiger?” 

The plane swung overhead in a slow circle and Von Gebber glanced 
toward the Italian officers standing nervously nearby. “Ja, widen your 
search pattern to sector A-four, then back to the base. I’m going to 
disperse troops on foot—they may flush something you can see.” 

The pilot acknowledged the order and banked again, then flew 
eastward once more at a low altitude. 

Von Gebber handed the microphone to his driver and turned to the 
Italians. “Take your men two miles west of this point and form a loose 
line on both sides of this... he pointed to the quarter mile-wide gorge, 
“and work back toward this spot. I’ll take my troops and move eastward, 
and work back here, also.” The Italian officers exchanged glances and 


one of them cleared his throat. 

“Ah... might I ask what we are searching for Major Von Gebber?” 

Von Gebber smiled; he considered all Italians naive and he treated 
them like children. “Of course, you may ask, Captain. We are looking for 
something that should not be here... possibly armed soldiers. Does that 
answer your question?” 

The man’s face burned and he nodded stiffly as Von Gebber added, 
“Stay in touch by radio and check with the spotter plane during his 
overflights,” and he turned without further conversation and climbed 
into the half-track and motioned his driver on. 

The two Italians held a brief conference with their senior sergeants 
and they agreed it was best that they positioned a pair of vehicles on 
each side of the canyon where they were to begin their search and they 
looked to the west as the sun rose higher and hotter overhead. 


Leath and McClain asked, “Well, what do you think, Jim-Bob?” 

The other man shook his head. “Beats the hell out of me—the 
Germans heading in one direction, the ‘Eye-ties’ in the other... and us in 
the big middle.” He stood and looked eastward where the half-tracks 
had driven. “If they start looking and work back this way from both 
directions, we’re gonna be in one hell of a fix, Partner!” 

McClain nodded, wiped his face again and sighed. “One hell of a 
fix...” he repeated. 


EIGHT 


Kelso and the others froze again as the sound of vehicles moving 
eastward came to them. 

“That’s not the same ones that passed going the other way,” Madden 
said as a trail of dust drifted upwards from the plateau above them. 

“Youre right,” Harrison put in. “That first bunch traveled slower and 
sounded like they had tracks.” 

Kelso stood, a worried expression on his face as he looked back 
toward the cliff where Leath and McClain had waited while they pushed 
on. It wasn’t like Jim-Bob to split the team, he reasoned, unless he and 
Bear were into a situation they might not be able to get out of... and he 
wondered again—then, he looked in the opposite direction; the dust still 
rose in the air to hang like a trail of smoke from some phantom 
locomotive, until at last the view was obscured by the sheer wall of rock 
ahead of them. 

“Let’s move,” he said tiredly. 

“What about Jim-Bob and Bear?” Madden questioned. It was obvious 
that he too was having second thoughts about leaving them so far 
behind—and he didn’t like what he was thinking. 

“They can take care of themselves,” Kelso replied without conviction 
and glanced again in that direction. “Jim said he’d meet us over there,” 
and he pointed. “They’ll make it.” 

They moved out again and Harrison took the lead. The further they 
went, the more difficult the footing became and the three men glanced 
repeatedly up the slopes to either side; the floor along which they 
walked was rock strewn and deep deposits of soft shale made their steps 
painfully slow in the dry, baking heat of the wadi. 


Leath took a small swallow from his canteen and rolled the liquid 
around in his mouth before swallowing it. “Ready?” he asked as he 
secured the canvas flap of the canteen pouch. 

McClain nodded and shifted the Thompson to his left hand as they 
struck out. They followed the crest of the ridge for a distance before 
descending into the depths of the wadi below. Half way down, they 
were forced to seek cover as the Storch flew over again and 


McClain cursed. 

“For two cents I’d shoot that bastard out of the air!” 

“Uh, huh, and have the whole damned bunch of them on our necks. 
I’ve got a hunch that that German officer might be using the plane to 
draw us out—as well as sight us. It’s a gut cinch they’re looking for us... 
what bothers me is how we tipped our hand.” 

As they worked their way to the bottom of the wadi, they paused and 
McClain suggested, “Don’t suppose someone let the cat out of the bag in 
Cairo, do you?” 

Leath shook his head. “I don’t know what to think, Partner. It might 
be that—or maybe someone caught sight of us when we jumped.” 

“Or that damned plane might have blown up right in someone’s back 
yard!” McClain said, speculating. “Well, whatever, they know we’re here 
and we’re gonna have to live with it.” 

“Or die with it...” his friend added. 


To the east, Major Von Gebber deployed ten men at the bottom of the 
wadi where it began as a narrow crack in the surface of the earth 
between two low rises of ground. He ordered the second half-track to 
the far side, while on the south boundary, he sat beside his driver as the 
man turned the heavy vehicle about and began a slow crawl back 
towards the Italians, working his way from the opposite direction. The 
heat was maddening and Von Gebber knew the men below would have 
to be relieved by those walking along the high ridge, scanning opposite 
sides of the canyon. He drank thirstily from his own water flask and 
glanced at his wristwatch; they still had nearly two hours before the sun 
reached its peak, and he knew then, he would be forced to call a halt 
and pull his men from the wadi—no man could survive the intense mid- 
day heat under search conditions. 


Near the western perimeter of the search area, the senior Italian officer 
deployed his men in much the same manner as Von Gebber had done, 
but with so much open plain around them, he chose to put only four 
men at the base of the defile and placed the others along the high flanks 
of the ridges. He felt that von Gebber had been affected by the heat, for 
no soldiers in their right mind would attempt to hide in the wadi he had 
been ordered to search—he knew from experience that the temperature 
soared during the day—often as high as 140 degrees—and no one could 


expect to live long in that heat. 


“Man, it is so fuckin’ hot I can’t breathe!” Madden exclaimed as he 
paused and sought the shade of a natural outcrop of rock. 

“Just a little further,” Kelso urged. “We'll take a break up there.” And 
he pointed toward the spot where Leath had told them to wait. 

Harrison paused and glanced back at the other two as Kelso slipped 
his arm about Madden’s waist and took hold of his belt. 

“You okay?’ he questioned. 

“Hell no, I ain’t okay!” Madden grumbled angrily. 

Harrison smiled and winked at Kelso, “He’s okay.” 

The black man returned his smile and gestured with his head to move 
on, for he sensed without being able to confirm it that they were now 
the hunted. 

“T believe we made a mistake,” Leath said as he paused to catch his 
breath. 

“Wondered when you was gonna mention it,” McClain replied. 

“Yeah....” he said as he removed his broad-brimmed hat and wiped 
his face again. “And I’m wondering how the others are making out.” 

“Only one way to find out,” McClain remarked and pointed as they 
moved out again. 

Madden sat propped against the rocks but there was little relief from 
the heat where they stopped. The only advantage was that they had 
managed to climb half way up the right slope and had found a narrow 
cleft where the rock had torn away. From that point, they had a view of 
both directions and Kelso climbed up a few yards after making sure that 
neither of his comrades could be seen from the air. 

He unfastened the case on his hip and removed the binoculars to scan 
the area they had just walked through, hopeful of catching sight of 
Leath and McClain—but there was no movement there, then he turned 
and looked east—and despite the boiling heat, he felt a chill go through 
his body. 

On the far side of the canyon, driving close to the ridge, he saw two 
personnel carriers and a number of men on foot. He directed his gaze 
downward and refocused the glasses; he sighted the four men walking at 
intervals of but a few feet, and from their progress, Kelso judged they 
would be upon them within a matter of twenty minutes or less. He 
cursed silently and unslung the radio from his shoulder. Pressing the 
send button rapidly several times, he spoke. 


“Jim-Bob, do you read? Over.” 

In a moment the reply came. “I read—what’s up?” 

“Trucks and a dozen on the ridge—four on foot heading in our 
direction—fifteen minutes to this position—any suggestions?” 

“Where you at?” Leath questioned. 

“Where you sent us.” He paused and looked around. “We got cover, 
but I don’t know if it’s good enough... where you at?” 

“In sight of the point—can you see us?” 

Kelso scanned the rock strewn canyon and replied, “Negative—too 
many rocks. From the looks of it, you’d better find yourselves a hole... 
no way you can make it here before this patrol’s on top of us.” 

“Okay, George—listen now. Don’t give your position away unless you 
absolutely have to. Bear and I will stick here—if they pass, just let ’em— 
and no matter what happens, you move out as soon as they’ve passed, 
okay?” 

“Got it—but I don’t like it, Jim-Bob.” 

“Nobody asked you to... out.” 

Kelso shouldered the radio and took another look at the men 
advancing in their direction, then careful not to raise any dust, he 
scrambled down to where the others waited. Quickly, he explained the 
situation and relayed Leath’s instructions. 

“Looks like we sit tight,” Madden said drily, “But how the hell we 
gonna hide here? If there are people on the far ridge, all they’ll have to 
do is look over at us!” 

“We'll just have to gamble they won’t look too close—I’m more 
worried about the four in the bottom—all they’ll have to do is look up.” 
He glanced around, then quickly unrolled the shelter half from his light 
pack and spread it on the ground. With both hands, he scooped up dirt 
and dusted it lightly—the color was not too far off. “Maybe...” he said 
to himself, “just maybe.” 

The other two men looked on, then as they realized what he had in 
mind, they unrolled their own shelter halves. Madden pushed as far as 
he could into the cleft and lay down, drawing his knees up as he did. 
Kelso and Harrison spread their shelter half over him and dusted it 
thoroughly, then Harrison lay near Madden’s feet and Kelso covered 
him. When he had finished, he stood back and surveyed the two—they 
would pass, he thought, and he squatted near Madden’s head. He pulled 
the shelter half over him like a tent and scooped a small pile of loose 
sand and dirt to his feet, then reaching out with one hand, he sprinkled 
the outside of the fabric. He sat as still as was humanly possible, the 


Thompson off-safety and cradled in his lap. He allowed one corner to 
flap back and he had a limited view of the wadi below; he held his 
breath as the four soldiers came into view, then he whispered, “Right 
below us.” 


The four soldiers walking the base of the wadi looked up as one of their 
sergeants shouted down to them. They paused and listened again as the 
man pointed, then waved them on. 


Kelso heard the shouts but could not make out the words; the soldiers 
had walked beyond his range of vision, and he felt his heart beating 
rapidly as he wondered what the shouting had been about. 


NINE 


Leath and McClain paused where two large rocks set near the center of 
the wadi; there was no cover here and the four advancing soldiers were 
less than a hundred yards from their position. Both of the men from Tac 
One had heard the shouts from the patrol atop the ridge but, like Kelso, 
neither had been able to hear clearly enough to make out the 
conversation. 

Leath swallowed drily and took a deep breath as they stopped; he 
glanced over his shoulder toward the ridge and found that the trucks on 
both sides had driven ahead and their trail of dust ended a half mile on. 

“They’ve stopped up ahead,” he said. 

McClain wiped his eyes and his brow creased as he replied, “I thought 
I caught the word ‘pausa’ when the guy hollered down, Jim.” 

Leath nodded and glanced at his watch. “It’s possible they’ll stop for a 
few hours in this heat—it’s past eleven....” He paused in mid-sentence as 
the sound of voices came to him from the foot soldiers walking in their 
direction. 

“Shit!” Leath cursed and looked about again. Both he and McClain 
knew they were trapped—there was nothing in the wadi at this point 
large enough to conceal them and an attempt to scale either side of the 
deep gorge would be pure suicide. 

McClain rubbed his stubbled cheek with the barrel of the Thompson— 
the metal was hot to the touch and he shook his head. “There ain’t no 
place to go,” he said lowly as though he had read his friend’s thoughts. 

Leath held the other man’s gaze for a long moment and flashes of 
memory flooded his mind... the base at Ajo and the intensive training 
they had shared, the problems, the maneuvers... now it was for real and 
they both realized that in the next few moments they would be totally 
dependent on each other for survival. 

Leath freed the knife from his boot top; it was an ugly affair with a 
bulky grip and a short, broad blade—not a knife for whittling, but an 
instrument of death. He sighed. “Okay, Bear... let’s try to do it quiet 
like.” 

McClain looked at his friend questioningly. “Look, Jim, I’m damn near 
out of gas and you are too—if we’re gonna nail those four, spread out 
like they are, it’s gonna take some noise...” and he gestured with his 


Thompson. 

Leath set his jaw and lay his own weapon at the base of the rock 
where they crouched. “I said quiet, Brother... if we can’t do it that way, 
we'll have the whole fuckin’ bunch on our backs! If we lose either way, 
we lose!” 

McClain’s face softened and he smiled tiredly as a bead of sweat 
creased the dust on his face. “Then we'll have to try not to lose—either 
way—huh, Partner?” 

Leath returned his smile and gestured over his shoulder. McClain lay 
down the machine gun and removed an eight-inch blade from its sheath 
at the small of his back, then quickly shrugged out of the light pack he 
carried, as did Leath. Stealthily, McClain moved around to the other side 
of the two boulders that so far had kept them from the sight of the 
advancing soldiers and Leath crouched lowly by the space between the 
rocks where one or more of the Italians were sure to come. He drew a 
deep breath, let it out slowly and waited. 


The four Italians walked faster now and no longer maintained the 
intervals between each other as they had been ordered to do; just a half- 
mile further and each of them knew they would be able to climb from 
the broiling heat of the wadi and join their comrades atop the crest for a 
few hours respite from their search. Their sergeant had relayed that to 
them before the trucks had been driven ahead to prepare a mid-day 
camp, a thing that each of them knew was necessary—for German and 
Italian alike. A forced patrol for the next few hours would be impossible, 
and until the sun had moved some distance to the west, no one would 
do much of anything in this part of the world—unless they were forced. 

All four heads turned as the familiar sound of the Storch spotter plane 
came to them again, and as it flew in low, heading toward the German 
contingent of the search patrol, they exchanged a few derogatory 
remarks concerning their German allies and in particular the aloof 
Luftwaffe officer who had ordered this insane search to begin with. 

The easy path they followed narrowed ahead between two large 
boulders and the soldier in the lead turned sideways to move between 
the two outcroppings of rock that were shoulder-high. He cursed as his 
water flask hung and the man behind gave a gentle shove, then followed 
him. 

Leath sprang from his position and buried his knife in the man’s chest 
just below his heart; he grabbed the Italian’s rifle and slung it aside as 


the man’s eyes opened widely in a look of dying astonishment. In a 
single cat-like movement Leath pushed the man down and met the 
second before he had a chance to move from his cramped position 
between the rocks. Leath’s knife flashed a second time and the man let 
out a strangled cry as excrutiating pain shot through his left side and his 
flesh opened to expose white, severed tendons as blood gushed from his 
slashed carotid artery. 

Behind, the second pair saw their comrade stop in mid-step and they 
caught a glimpse of Leath as he struck—before they could react, 
McClain was atop them. He rolled from around the rock like a charging 
bull and knocked both of them to the ground. He buried his knife in the 
back of the man nearest, twisted and felt the blade snap. He cursed 
silently and lunged for the second man with his bare hands—and he fell. 
Somehow, the first man he had struck managed to get a hold on his leg 
and as McClain sprawled in the sand he saw the second man drop his 
rifle and bolt over the rough ground in an attempt to escape. 

The terrified soldier ran back in the direction they had just come, but 
had run only a dozen yards when he ran headlong into Kelso. 

Kelso grabbed the astonished man’s arm and slung him like a sack of 
flour into the rocks. Stunned, the soldier slammed into the unyielding 
rocks and before he could move, a knife flew through the air and 
thumped into his chest a few inches below his collar. He clutched at the 
hilt of the weapon, struggled weakly, then fell forward into the dirt as 
blood spewed from his opened mouth. 

Kelso grinned and saw Harrison a short distance away; he touched his 
cap and nodded, then turned and trotted to where McClain had killed 
the third man of the group. 

McClain smiled as he saw the black man; he held up the broken blade 
and shook his head. “Things ain’t goin’ right today, George,” he said and 
wiped his face as Kelso looked at the man on the ground. “I owe you 
one.” 

Kelso touched his arm and replied, “Put it on Sonny’s tab, Brother... 
he chucked his knife from twenty feet and nailed him clean!” 

“Thought I told you to stay put!” Leath said as he climbed over the 
dead soldier who was wedged between the rocks. 

Kelso glanced over his shoulder as Harrison joined them, then said, 
“We did... you didn’t say how long, Jim-Bob.” 

“Party over?” Harrison asked and looked at the man on the ground. 

“Yep...ran outta Wops,” McClain said, grinning at the younger man. 

Leath turned and looked toward the ridge where the patrols had 


stopped on either side. “Not yet, we haven’t,” he remarked and looked 
about. “Where the hell’s Mad Dog?” 

Kelso jerked his thumb in the other direction. “Watching our backs 
with a Thompson in each hand,” he replied. 

All heads turned back down the wadi and Madden waved from a spot 
a short distance up the right side of the cut. 

“We waited until they had passed, Jim-Bob,” Kelso explained. 
“Figured you might have a problem with four of ’em.” 

Leath looked at the man, then exchanged an amused glance with 
McClain. “Yeah, well, next time I tell you knuckleheads to stay put— 
stay put!” And he winked at his friends. He looked toward the ridge 
again. 

“Their friends up there are going to be expecting them—and when 
they don’t show, they’ll come looking.” 

“Then let’s make tracks!” Harrison suggested. 

Leath shook his head. “That won’t work, Sonny, we’ve got to shake 
these people and we can’t do it running...not on foot at least.” He 
looked to McClain, “How many did you count when they stopped for 
their pow-wow with the Krauts?” 

He shook his head. “I didn’t make a count, Jim—but I’d guess about 
six with each vehicle.” 

“Less four, leaves a rough twenty,” Kelso put in. 

“Okay, chumbuddies, let’s give ’em something to worry about—all 
twenty of ’em....” He glanced at Harrison, then pointed. “The radio’s on 
the other side of the rocks with our guns... get it and raise Mad Dog.” 


TEN 


The officer in charge of the patrol walked to the edge of the cliff; the 
point where they had stopped would afford them a little protection from 
the sun for at least two hours. The trucks had been parked a short 
distance from the rise of rocks and a canvas stretched between the two 
vehicles. He looked across the expanse of the canyon-like wadi to the far 
side where the second pair of trucks were parked; he waved and 
received acknowledgement, then he turned his gaze below to look for 
his men. They were overdue, but the ground below was rough and 
broken, and he knew it was slow moving in the intense heat. As soon as 
they returned, he would allow them to rest and post two sentries here, 
where they had a clear view of the wadi. He saw movement on the far 
slope then, and he frowned—two of his men were climbing to the other 
side and he wondered why they were not returning to their own unit; all 
four were from his command and had been instructed to join them here 
on the ridge. Then, he saw two more working their way slowly up his 
side of the slope and he cursed loudly. He followed their progress for a 
few minutes, then turned angrily on his heel and retraced his steps to 
the truck—he would leave the matter to his sergeant... it was simply too 
hot to ponder the matter further. 

Leath and McClain climbed slowly. The heat had taken its toll on 
them and after having pulled the uniforms from the dead soldiers, they 
had pushed themselves across the distance that stood between them and 
the patrols before an alarm was raised because the men had not rejoined 
their comrades. 

Leath looked across the wadi and saw Kelso and Harrison climbing the 
opposite side, a bit higher than they were; it was important they reach 
the tops of their respective sides as nearly as possible to the same 
moment, for a premature move by either pair could spell death for the 
other, and as they climbed upward, he clenched his teeth with the silent 
hope that whoever it was he had seen looking down at them a few 
moments before, was gone when they reached the top. 

And as they neared that top, McClain in the lead paused and unslung 
his Thompson; he had carried it between his shoulders beneath the 
clumsy Italian field pack and as he freed the safety, he dropped the bolt 
action weapon he had taken along with the uniform from the dead 


soldier. He received a nod from Leath who freed his own sub-machine 
gun and lay the Italian weapon aside. Leath slung the Thompson muzzle 
down and unclipped a pair of grenades from his belt, then he nudged 
McClain and they moved the last few yards up the slope to the crest. 
Twenty yards beyond, the small group of men sat beneath the shade of 
the tarp that had been stretched between the two trucks. “Two more by 
the rocks...” McClain said softly. 

“T see em,” Leath replied and looked across the canyon where Kelso 
and Harrison had paused.. He gave a sharp wave, pulled the pins from 
both grenades and said, “Let’s go.” 

The two men stood and Leath took several fast steps with McClain by 
his side. He let go the grenades, one after the other and as the spoons 
released and sent the thunking sound to those by the trucks, he raised 
the barrel of his Thompson and fell flat. McClain pulled the trigger of 
his weapon and sent a burst toward the two men by the rocks, then 
joined Leath on the ground as that man fired. The Italians were thrown 
into a panic as they looked up and saw the grenades and then the two 
men firing at them. 

The grenades exploded almost simultaneously and the vehicle on the 
left lifted from the ground and rocked from the concussion. Men were 
thrown to the ground by the dual explosions as shrapnel ripped through 
the air killing half their number. Both Leath and McClain were up and 
running before the twin thunderclaps had passed and they echoed them 
with short bursts from their automatic weapons as the remaining 
soldiers struggled to return their fire. 

A single soldier who had been inside the truck on the right stumbled 
from the back of that vehicle and fired blindly with a bolt action rifle. 
McClain turned and sent a burst in his direction; the heavy .45 slugs tore 
into the man and knocked him back into the truck. Leath pointed his 
weapon toward the men by the rocks as one of them struggled to stand; 
he cut him down with a brief burst and suddenly all was quiet. Twelve 
men lay dead or dying and the two men of Tac One turned their 
attention across the canyon as the gas tank of one of the trucks there 
erupted in a geyser of flame. 

Kelso had been confronted as they topped the rise; a man stood a 
short distance away from his comrades, his rifle slung and in the process 
of urinating. Kelso pulled the trigger of his Thompson and cut the man 
nearly in two as Harrison threw a pair of grenades and then pulled the 
black man to the ground. The second grenade had not exploded and 
though one of the trucks had caught fire, only three of the Italians had 


been put out of action. And as Leath and McClain looked on from the 
distance, Kelso and Harrison were in the process of flushing the 
remaining soldiers out from behind the second truck. Three of them ran 
out, their hands held high, and Kelso grimaced as he cut them down. 
Harrison had worked his way around and as they set up a brief cross- 
fire, the last of the Italians were shot down. Then the gas tank exploded. 

Finally, it was over. Kelso and Harrison confirmed their kills, then 
backed away from the blazing vehicle as the flames spread to the second 
truck; they looked across the gorge and saw their comrades standing 
alone near the trucks. 


To the east, the pilot of the Storch saw the flames and smoke and raised 
Von Gebber. He reported the action and the Luftwaffe officer ordered 
the pilot to give him more information. He left his transmitter open and 
flew in low over the center of the wadi as a pillar of black smoke rose 
from the burning vehicles on the right side of the cliffs. He throttled 
back and banked his aircraft as he overflew the scene, then shouted 
anxiously to von Gebber, “The Italians have been attacked, Mundiger!” 

“By how many?” von Gebber asked in return. 

“T cannot tell,” he said as he circled, then dropped in lower at glide 
speed. “I can see....” he began, then von Gebber heard the transmission 
cut. 

The man cursed loudly and shouted into the microphone as though 
that would correct whatever was wrong on the other end. Then, he 
literally threw the instrument to the ground and jumped for the top of 
the half-track and pulled his binoculars from their case. He could see the 
smoke, but at that distance, he could see no trace of the aircraft. 

The pilot of the Storch had been directing his attention toward the 
burning trucks and he had seen Kelso and Harrison as they scrambled 
down the side of the wadi—then he had felt the jolt as the slugs from 
Madden’s Thompson tore through the fusilage of the light plane. His legs 
were suddenly numb and he wondered about it, but only briefly, for as 
he surged the engine in order to gain altitude, a belch of flame and 
smoke erupted from his engine and he felt the aircraft going into a slip 
he could not correct at that low altitude. He looked frantically out the 
side window as he realized he had lost control and power, and he saw 
the rocky ground rushing to meet him as an oily smoke poured from the 
cowling and into the cockpit, blinding him. 

A choked scream escaped his mouth as the aircraft plunged to the dry 


earth of the wadi and exploded. 

Von Gelber saw the new rise of flame from the depths of the wadi and 
cursed the ancestors of the man who had caused the aircraft to fall from 
the sky before completing the report he had sought. And that man, 
Madden, smiled as he shouldered the sack of grenades, winced in pain 
as he felt the tape pull at his side, then picked up the radio and struck 
off in the direction of his teammates, his still hot Thompson in his right 
hand. 

Von Gebber jumped down from his perch atop the half-track, plucked 
up the microphone and raised the second tracked vehicle across the 
canyon. 

“Tt will take too long to drive back around—check your side and 
converge where the Italian patrol has been attacked!” He gathered his 
men quickly into the cumbersome vehicle and shouted angrily at his 
driver who ground the gears in an attempt to pacify the raging officer. 

The large vehicle lumbered across the hard packed surface of the crest 
in a due-east direction, the driver urging every ounce of speed possible 
from its engine. And as they closed the distance, von Gebber looked in 
surprise as a new trail of dust lifted from the near horizon; he looked 
through his glasses and saw one of the trucks from the Italian patrol 
speeding off in a southerly direction. He cursed again—the top speed of 
the armored vehicle was half that of the lighter truck and he knew his 
quarry would escape. Unless... 

Von Gebber snatched up the microphone of the radio and barked 
clipped orders to the command spot of Qatarra Einzig. And before von 
Gebber had realized that the fleeting truck was traveling at a moderate 
speed, and not outdistancing them, a single fighter plane had rolled onto 
the runway and fired its engine as the obstacles were removed from its 
path for a hasty take off. 


ELEVEN 


The cockpit of the sleek ME-109 became an oven before the pilot 
received the flagged wave-off from the man at the far end of the 
runway. The pilot swallowed drily, pulled the canopy tight and locked 
it. He gripped the stick with a gloved hand and as he pushed the throttle 
forward, the powerful engine roared as its propeller cut the dry air, 
sending up a cloud of dust and the aircraft rolled forward. Faster, it 
moved and as it neared the half-way mark of the rough strip, its tail 
lifted and it gained speed. The pilot pulled back on the stick and like 
some well trained bird, the aircraft lifted its nose and rode the wind, 
airborne. As it flew past the end of the runway, the man there looked up 
and wondered at the power of it, then waved to the others on the 
ground as they began moving the camouflage crates back into position 
and others joined to ‘sweep’ away the tracks the Messerschmitt had left. 

The pilot put the fighter plane in a steep climb the moment it became 
airborne. When he reached 1,500 feet, he banked the craft sharply 
southeast and rode the compass heading he had received from the duty 
officer when the alert had come. At nearly 300 miles per hour, the 
aircraft hurtled like some awesome falcon in search of its prey—and in a 
matter of minutes, the pilot saw it—a dust trail lifting from the desert 
floor heading directly south. 

Confirming the location with von Gebber, the pilot smiled, cut radio 
transmission and put the plane into a slip and powered toward the 
earth. Flying a parallel course with the Italian personnel carrier, he 
caught a glimpse of a man in the front as the vehicle bounced over the 
rough ground. He overflew the carrier and raised von Gebber again. 

Von Gebber replied with two words: “Stop them!” 


The pilot banked his aircraft, executed a 360 degree turn and came in 
at fifty feet off the ground. As he approached the vehicle from the rear, 
he throttled back and dipped the nose of the aircraft as the bulk of the 
personnel carrier came into his sights. He swallowed back the 
apprehension he felt, released the arming device on the nose cannon 
and fired. 

One after the other, four 20 mm high explosive projectiles were shot 


from the drive-shaft barrel of the cannon and the aircraft bucked. 
Pulling hard on the stick, the pilot saw the truck explode in a sheet of 
flames that sent debris flying directly into his flight path. He banked 
sharply and returned from the flank for a second run—but saw it was 
unnecessary. At least two of the explosive shells had made a direct hit 
and as he overflew again, he saw two bodies that had been thrown from 
the cab; the vehicle itself was a twisted, burning hulk—a fiery coffin for 
any who remained inside. 

He raised von Gebber on the radio. “It is burning—you should be able 
to see the smoke.” 

Von Gebber stood from the vehicle as they reached the sight of the 
battle where the Italians had been camped. He peered through his 
glasses, caught a glimpse of the circling Messerschmitt in the distance, 
then he sighted the rising mushroom of smoke. 

“Confirm your kill and return to the base,” he ordered the pilot, then 
turned his glasses across the gorge. He cursed as he saw the two burning 
vehicles there, and a half mile away, the smoking wreckage of the 
spotter plane. He nodded stiffly to himself as the sound of the 
Messerschmitt’s machine guns came to him from the open transmitter in 
the half-track. Whoever it had been had paid, he thought, and as he 
looked at the dead Italians scattered about, he cursed again. But it was 
not the unknown assailants he cursed—it was the Italians for having 
allowed themselves to be murdered so easily, and for leaving the task of 
dealing with those murderers to him. Now as he walked among the 
dead, scattered about like so many broken dolls on a stage of war, he 
felt justified—he had been outwitted, true, but those who had 
momentarily outwitted him were burning now in a hell of their own 
making, and Major Albrecht von Gebber, commander of Luftwaffe 
Combat Squadron, Angriff IV, smiled. 

Von Gebber walked along the broken ground to the edge of the gorge 
and saw the companion half-track approaching the scene on the other 
side. He watched for long minutes as the officer in charge inspected the 
still-burning trucks, then waved to him in a negative fashion. He shook 
his head in disgust and turned back toward the remaining truck where 
his men had gathered the bodies of the dead Italians. 

As he neared the truck, his eye caught sight of something on the 
ground. He knelt and gathered several spent shells into his gloved hand. 
As he recognized them, a slight chill went through his being despite the 
heat. He held one up and read the letters on the base of the casing— 
they were United States issue, caliber .45. He swallowed thickly, 


dropped them in the pocket of his tunic and gave several clipped orders 
to the sergeant in charge of the detail. 

Von Gebber stood in the shade of the cab and talked to his lieutenant 
across the gorge as the bodies of the dead Italians were loaded into the 
rear of the half-track and their equipment was gathered up. He surveyed 
the two flat tires on the tandem axle of the remaining personnel carrier 
and decided to let the Italians collect their own equipment, then he 
ordered the other half-track to return to the base. He flipped off the 
radio and turned his attention toward the southern horizon, where a 
thin wisp of smoke came from the burning vehicle there. He should 
investigate the wreckage, he reasoned, but it would wait, and he wiped 
the dust and sweat from his eyes as he murmured to himself, 
“Tomorrow...” 


Leath and the others watched as the half-track headed slowly away on 
the westward trail. They remained very still until the vehicle had driven 
beyond their range of hearing, then they moved out of the rocks above 
the spot where they had hit the patrol. McClain sighed deeply and 
looked toward the still rising smoke of the vehicle that had been stopped 
by the Messerschmitt—he and Leath had strapped two of the dead 
soldiers in it and wedged the steering wheel, then wired the throttle 
half-open and sent it on its way. None of them had anticipated the 
fighter plane—they had expected the half-track to give chase, but as it 
turned out, all was well; the Germans had accepted the destruction of 
the truck as having included them—the objects of the morning-long 
search. 

Kelso joined Leath and McClain, and as he locked the safety on his 
Thompson, he asked, “What’da we do now, Jim-Bob, just sit out here 
and bake?” 

Leath followed the progress of the second half-track as it disappeared 
on the right side of the gorge, then he spoke, “No... what we’re gonna 
do is get out of this fuckin’ sun for awhile, partner... ’'ve got a hunch 
we'll need all the rest we can get.” He glanced over his shoulder at the 
two men who had remained in the rocks. 

Harrison stood. “Any volunteers to wake up Mad Dog?” 

All eyes turned to Madden, crouched low in the rocks, his knees 
drawn up to his chest and his floppy hat over his face. It appeared as 
though he had gone fast asleep. Kelso laughed. “That’s the only 
sonofabitch in the world who could go to sleep in the middle of a war!” 


Madden grunted. “Jus’ restin’ my eyes,” he said and flipped up the 
brim of his hat. “Everybody gone?” 

Leath smiled at his friend. “For a while... but let’s don’t get too loose. 
We beat ’em once—there’s no guarantee on a second go ’round.” 

Madden stood stiffly and lifted his weapon. “Yeah, well, from now on 
we stick together, pal,” and he winked at the others. 

Leath glanced again at the western trail where the two half-tracks 
were converging beyond the gorge. “Agreed—there’s something to that 
‘divide and conquer’ bit.” 

McClain looked at Leath and added, “And it works both ways.” 

Moving down from the rocks that had hidden them, the Team 
stretched the tarp from the remaining truck, refilled their canteens from 
the water tank inside the vehicle and, with Kelso taking the first trick on 
watch, they fell exhausted in the shade of the tarp for a few hours of 
precious rest. 


At Qattara Einzig, von Gebber spoke with the pilot of the fighter plane 
that had destroyed the escaping personnel carrier; satisfied that the 
intruders had been eliminated, he instructed the pilot to give the 
location of the wreck to the duty officer and have a squad check it out at 
dawn the following morning—a German squad. 

Inside his quarters, von Gebber noted the incident in his personal 
diary, then lay down for a few hours rest—his squadron had been on 
alert for six days now and he knew it was only a matter of hours before 
they would receive the attack information the Cairo contact had 
promised him the week before. As his eyes went to the map on the wall, 
his gaze locked on the Cape of Good Hope and he felt the excitement 
rise in his chest. It would be good to get back into the fight, he thought, 
and as he closed his eyes, he smiled. 


TWELVE 


The desert held its heat long after the sun had slipped below the far 
horizon and plunged the world into an orange twilight of shadows that 
grayed from the east. The men of Tac One had been on the move for two 
hours and they paused now as the desert folded itself again into rock 
and crag and the ground fell away before them into a wadi deeper than 
the one they had encountered that morning. 

“Man, you could hide an army anyplace around here!” Harrison said 
as he slipped out of his pack. 

“We’re just lookin’ for some airplanes, Sonny,” Kelso replied and 
cupped his hands as he struck a match for a last smoke before darkness 
fell. 

Leath walked apart from the others and surveyed the land ahead. 
Harrison was right—an army could be hidden here—or aircraft—and 
they could walk a quarter mile from them without ever being aware of 
their existence. 

“What’ve you got in mind, Jim?” McClain asked as he joined the other 
man. 

“How much runway one of those “Messers” need to get off the 
ground, Bear?” 

McClain dragged deeply on his cigarette, cupping the fire in his palm. 
He handed the smoke to Leath and replied, “Hard to say in this air—no 
head winds....” he shrugged. “Probably two-three thousand feet, but 
that’s just a guess.” 

“Damn near half a mile...” Leath mused. 

“That spotter plane—a Storch—you can get one of them up off a 
football field—but an ME with full tanks—hell, they must weight seven, 
eight thousand pounds.” 

Leath nodded; he had first considered a short take-off area, but he 
knew the slender wings of the Messerschmitt were not capable of lifting 
the aircraft off the ground at a short distance like many of the wide 
winged carrier aircraft he had seen used by the U.S. Navy. 

“So we’re looking for a half-mile strip.” He gestured and returned the 
cigarette to McClain. “Somewhere up ahead.” 

The other man sighed, then remarked. “Brooks-Hayden said they’d 
done photo-recon over this entire area since Gott was killed. How the 


hell do you hide an airstrip in country like this?” 

Leath turned and faced him. “That’s not the problem, Bear—the 
problem is, how do we find the goddamn thing!” 

Madden stretched and winced as the tape on his side pulled again. 
“T’m raw,” he complained as Kelso sat beside him and offered his 
canteen. He drank, passed it back and glanced toward Harrison who 
stood a few yards away, his Thompson held loosely in the crook of his 
arm. 

“Sonny Boy’s done some growing up since we hit Tobruk,” the red- 
haired man remarked. 

“We all have,” Kelso replied and replaced his canteen without 
drinking. “He’s low man on this totem pole now, and I know he misses 
Foxie...” 

Madden thought about Fox—but only briefly. He did not like to dwell 
on the dead—especially when they had been close to him. “Wonder 
what Jim-Bob’s gonna get us into tonight?’ he said, changing the 
subject. 

“T dunno,” the black man replied. “Let’s ask him.” They both looked 
up as Leath and McClain rejoined them. 

“We’re gonna cut a little north,” Leath told the others. “I don’t fancy 
stumblin’ through another Grand Canyon tonight.” 

“Amen,” Harrison mumbled. 

“Whatever we’re looking for is close,” Leath went on. “Real close— 
and it’s sure as hell gonna be well hidden. I’d hate to walk smack into it 
in the middle of the night....” He glanced around, then asked, “How’s 
our water holding up?” 

They had drunk far more that day then their estimate had allowed for, 
and despite the small amount they had found in the Italian vehicle the 
Germans left behind, each man knew they would have to find a source 
to replenish what the country called for—and they would have to find it 
soon. 

“We'll make out okay tomorrow,” Kelso said. “Can’t guarantee much 
past that.” 

Leath nodded, then pointed to the right track that led toward higher 
ground to the north. “We’ll cut across here, hit the top of that ridge and 
follow it for a couple of hours.” 

“What about those trucks?” Harrison questioned. They had followed 
the trail left by the half-track for an hour earlier until they had been 
joined by those of the second vehicle, then led off, due west. 

“They might lead us where we want to go, Sonny, but we can’t be 


sure. They have light armor, we know—but it could be miles from 
where the aircraft is hidden.” 

“Or it might be all together in one fat basket,” Madden put in. 

“Yeah...” McClain said and chuckled, “Wouldn’t that be nice!” 

“And that would depend,” Leath said drily, “on whether we saw them 
first or not....” He looked about and added, “If we just followed the path 
to the cabin door, what kind of a reception do you suppose we’d get?” 

A heavy silence followed and the reality that they were over a 
hundred miles from their own lines, in an area that was man-killing 
during the day and confusing at night, left each of them with the feeling 
that perhaps Tac One had bitten off a bit more than it could chew. 

Leath turned his gaze to the north track and the high ground there; 
something glinted in waning light and he strained his eyes to identify it. 
Pulling his glasses from their case, he sought to find the object that had 
caught his attention, but it was impossible, for suddenly it had grown 
too dark to make out anything beyond shadowed rocks. Still, he could 
have sworn he saw something reflecting a last bit of light. 

“Butts out!” he said harshly. 

The others reacted immediately and McClain asked, “Company?” 

Leath swept the ridge with his glasses, then lowered them. “Guess not 
—I thought I saw something. Let’s move.” 

The others lifted their packs and the group left the flat area where 
they had rested and made for the high ground on their right. By the time 
they had made the track, darkness had fallen completely and they 
stopped again briefly as Leath checked his compass. 

“Whatever the hell we’re looking for has to be close,” he repeated, 
almost to himself as the others shifted the weight of their packs and 
followed him along the narrow, natural trail into the night. 


At the hidden Luftwaffe base, night security was enforced and walking 
“light patrols” checked and rechecked the area to make sure that not a 
single gleam of light escaped from the camouflaged huts or the hangar 
area where the aircraft of Angriff IV rested beneath the cleft of the rocky 
mountain. 

Inside the command post, von Gebber checked with the duty officer 
and found that no word had yet come through from the Cairo contact. 
He sighed heavily and glanced about the radio room. 

“Tl be with the maintenance crew until midnight—then in my 
quarters. If any word comes have me awakened,” he ordered stiffly, then 


stalked from the command post through the doubly shaded doors and 
into the night. As he walked toward the hidden hangar area, von Gebber 
looked up at the brilliant pattern of stars overhead and a slight thrill 
went through his body as he thought of the impending strike and all 
that it would mean to the Luftwaffe and Panzerarmee Afrika—the army 
that was being held now by the British forces at El Alamein, over one 
hundred miles north-east of Qattara Einzig... but not for long, he 
thought, not for long! 

And thoughts came again of the prize of the Middle East and stirred 
within him the instinct of the Conqueror... and he knew the feelings he 
experienced were age-old and had been felt by countless men since the 
dawn of time. But this time he knew—the Conquest would be on a 
grandoise scale that would be recorded and acclaimed by historians for 
a thousand years to come... the milieu of the Thousand Year Reich, he 
thought, and felt the compulsion to laugh aloud. 

The stars looked down on von Gebber and held him entranced with 
visions of victory, while two short miles to the east a group of men 
picked their way through the darkness intent upon destroying his 
visions, his dreams, and—if given the opportunity—his very life. 


As the Team paused once more and Leath scanned the shadowed area 
ahead searching for some sign in the dim light of the desert night, 
Harrison unbuttoned his trousers to urinate and looked in amazement at 
the object protruding from the ground a foot away. 


THIRTEEN 


“Jim-Bob...” Harrison called softly. “Look-see.” 

Leath made his way to where the younger man stood and his mouth 
dropped open in astonishment as Harrison pointed. Leath recognized the 
object he had caught a glimpse of in the dying light of the sun a few 
short hours before. 

“Tl be damned!” he swore softly. 

“What is it?” Kelso asked as he joined them. 

Leath touched the frosted glass and felt the sharp outline of the 
chipped portion on the insulator that was attached to the six foot pole. 
He ran his hand along the single wire that stretched from the insulator 
to the soft ground where it entered the weatherhead of a buried conduit. 

“Coaxial cable...” Leah said as McClain walked up. 

“Telegraph?” Harrison questioned. 

Leath shook his head. “Single wire would do for that. This one has 
more than a single strand beneath the insulation.” He looked about as 
Madden joined them. 

“What'd we find, a pot of gold?” the burly man asked. 

“We may have,” Leath replied and touched Kelso’s arm. “You and 
Bear check this thing out—see if you can tell where it leads. If it’s what I 
think it is, we may have solved Brooks-Hayden’s mystery for him.” 

“And if it isn’t?” McClain queried. 

“Even if it isn’t, it still may lead us to what we’re looking for.” 

Kelso slipped out of his pack and lifted the handset. “Want us to call?” 

“Not unless....’ he began, then paused. “No, leave the radio here—I 
wanna try something. Just see how far and in what direction this wire 
goes, then get back.” 

The two men moved off in the darkness and Leath squatted by the 
weatherhead that protruded from the ground. “Take the point, Sonny,’ 
he said as he removed a multi-bladed knife from his pocket. 

Harrison freed the safety on his Thompson and moved off silently in 
the darkness as Madden joined Leath on the ground. 

“What do you think it is, Jim-Bob?” 

Opening the knife, he chose a small, sharp blade and replied, “A 
telephone line.” 


' 


McClain and Kelso followed the low strung line for nearly a mile; at no 
point did its height exceed six feet; which was less than the average 
height of the rocks and broken ground where it followed the 
configuration of the trail, leading, roughly, west. 

As they paused, McClain touched the rough surface of an insulator 
and remarked, “Been sand-blasted or rough cast so there’s no 
reflection.” 

Kelso nodded. “Yeah, and as low as it is, it’d be impossible to spot 
from the air.” 

They continued on for a hundred yards, then the line took a sharp 
turn south and disappeared into the soft ground where the wadi on their 
left extended its shoulder. 

“Suppose it goes to some sort of a bunker?” Kelso asked as McClain 
knelt and examined the spot where the wire led into another conduit. 
He brushed away a bit of loose earth and found a weatherhead identical 
to the one where they had found the line coming from the ground. 
“There’s a possibility....” he replied and stood, “... but I doubt that this 
thing is buried very deep. Looks like a canyon up ahead—the way the 
ground slopes off here. And I’ve got a hunch what we’re looking for is 
there.” 

Kelso followed the man’s gaze and nodded silently. His curiosity was 
fired by the thought of a secret base here in the middle of the Qattara 
Depression—of the Devil’s Playground, as it was called. He thought 
absently of attempting to follow the course of the buried cable, but he 
knew that would be sheer folly in the darkness. Still, he knew that if 
they were going to follow it, it would have to be done at night; 
searching during the day held the double danger of discovery and 
exposure to the broiling sun. 

“Look,” Kelso said quietly, “why don’t you let Jim-Bob know what 
we've got here—I’ll move ahead a bit and see what that canyon looks 
like up close.” 

McClain considered it momentarily, then replied, “Okay, but don’t get 
lost.” He smiled. “And let us know it’s you when you come back.” 

“Tll whistle,” the black man said and grinned widely. Leath worked in 
the sheltered light from Madden’s pocket flash; he had opened one of 
the radio handsets and removed the receiver-magnet and ear piece. As 
he tied the short wires from the hand-set to those he’d stripped on the 
cable, he heard an audible click—then silence.” 

“Dead?” Madded asked, holding the penlight steady. 

“No—just nothing happening. I wish to hell I knew a little more about 


telephones.” He lay the earpiece aside and reversed his wires, then 
picked it up again—a faint buzzing sound came to him and he realized 
he had the right combination and that his suspicion had been right. 

“Tt’s damn sure hooked to something!” he said and handed the 
earpiece to Madden. 

“Suppose I could call my mother?” he quipped, and handed it back. 

Leath chuckled. “Yeah, hang on and I’ll buzz the operator.” Just then 
a pebble dropped near the spot where the two were working. They 
tensed, reached for their weapons and sat still. Finally, Harrison called 
out softly, “Okay... it’s Bear.” 


The two sentries at the half-mile perimeter stopped. Both looked about 
and the shorter of the two pointed to a shielded point a few yards off the 
trail. 

“Haben eine rauch?” 

The second man looked toward their check point, some distance from 
where they stood; he knew the sergeant would be on the far side of the 
perimeter now and it was relatively safe. He shrugged, “Ja, warum 
nicht?” he replied and led the way off the trail as he fished a cigarette 
from the pocket of the loose tunic he wore. 

His comrade followed and the two men squatted, their rifles set aside; 
the short man removed his helmet and used it to shield the flare of the 
match as the other man scratched it on his own. As the cigarette glowed 
softly in the darkness, they cupped the fire in their hands, passing it 
back and forth like two children sneaking a smoke away from the 
watchful eyes of a parent. 


Kelso made his way through the darkness to a point where the slope 
was not so steep; he slung his Thompson and used both hands as he 
began a slow downward climb to a spot where there seemed to be a 
narrow foot path. He followed it for a short distance and paused. This 
was getting them nowhere, he thought, for it would be virtually 
impossible to pick up the cable again in the darkness unless it was to 
come out of the ground once more at a farther point. Still, something 
urged him on. He stepped out and felt his foot turn; as he fought to 
maintain his balance, the butt of his Thompson scraped the near rock 
and he froze. 

The two sentries had finished their smoke and were about to continue 


their rounds when they heard the sound. The taller of the two flattened 
himself against the rocks and held up a hand to the man behind him. 

Kelso moved forward again, more cautiously after having paused for a 
moment. He picked his steps carefully and kept one hand out against the 
rocks on his left as he walked. 

The sentry saw the silhouette of Kelso’s floppy hat and swung his rifle, 
butt down. Kelso sensed the movement and tried to throw himself to 
one side, but the butt-plate of the weapon caught him high on the cheek 
and sent him spinning. Through a fog of pain and shock, he saw the man 
lunge after him. As he rolled he found that somehow he had managed to 
draw his knife from its boot sheath. The sentry brought the butt of his 
rifle down again and an astonished cry came from his throat as the blow 
missed and he felt the steel of Kelso’s knife plunge into his stomach. The 
sentry staggered backwards, clutching at his gut as he cried out again in 
pain. Kelso tried to scramble to his feet and he saw the second sentry 
too late. The man’s rifle, wielded like a club, swung through the air and 
caught Kelso with both hands on the ground. The world exploded in a 
shower of bright pain that was followed by warm, sinking darkness and 
Kelso lost consciousness. 


Leath paced nervously as Madden sat with his ear glued to the 
makeshift receiver still attached to the mysterious cable. 

“Want me to go after him, Jim?” McClain offered. 

“No, damnit! You shouldn’t have let him go ahead in the first place!” 

“Hell—George can take care of himself,” Madden put in. 

“That’s not the point!” Leath replied sharply, then softened his tone. 
“Look...I just wanted to know how far this damn wire went—I didn’t 
expect you two to split up.” 

“Like I told you—we saw the canyon just ahead of where the cable 
went back underground, Jim... he wasn’t going far, I’m sure of it,” 
McClain replied. 

Leath looked into the darkness and shook his head. “Yeah, well, it 
may be that he went too far...” 

McClain swallowed thickly and recalled the man’s parting words, “I’ll 
whistle.” Whistle, damnit! he thought angrily. 


FOURTEEN 


Kelso was dimly aware of the voices about him as rough hands stripped 
him of his gear. A dull, throbbing pain brought him back to the reality 
of the moment and as full consciousness returned, he realized that he 
had been captured. He listened to the voices and struggled inwardly to 
translate the words. 

“Schwartzig...” 

“Ja, Amerikaner...” 

It was German... and as the fog cleared inside his head, he listened to 
the conversation. 

“Take him to the command post, I’ll inform Major von Gebber.” 

“What about Corporal Nefer?” another voice inquired. 

“Send stretcher bearers for his body and alert the inner-perimeter 
guard... there may be others following this one!” And Kelso felt himself 
prodded with the toe of a boot. 

Then, he felt strong hands drag him to his feet and he swayed groggily 
as his own hands were bound securely at the small of his back. The 
escort of four allowed him no chance for escape; one soldier led, a pair 
flanked him, one on each side, and one followed, pushing occasionally 
with the muzzle of a rifle. 

Kelso tried to shake the cobwebs from his mind as he tripped and 
stumbled in an effort to keep up with his captors, and he cursed himself 
silently for allowing himself to be taken. He thought about McClain, 
Leath and the others. Dumb! he thought. 

Damn dumb! The ground fell away before them and Kelso saw the 
flat, narrow floor of a wadi ahead. Fifty yards wide, it was dotted with 
large boulders and he dismissed the location as being the one they 
sought. Then, he had second thoughts as the soldier in the lead lifted a 
canvas covering before a group of rocks and stood aside as the others 
took him by the elbows and pulled him inside the dark place. Another 
canvas was swung wide and Kelso saw a room beyond...a room filled 
with radio equipment, maps and tables. 

The duty officer looked up from his camp table and stared open- 
mouthed at the black prisoner. A brief exchange between he and the 
guard who had led them there, caused the officer to stand. His mouth 
closed and set itself in a thin, cruel line as he came around the table and 


stared icily at Kelso, who was head and shoulders taller than the officer. 

The German looked at the Thompson gun and at Kelso’s other 
equipment, then the man who had led them in, displayed Kelso’s knife. 

“Corporal Nefer is dead...” he said slowly. 

The officer clenched his fists and spun on Kelso. “You... you did this?” 
he demanded in English. 

Kelso remained silent as he sensed the man’s anger rising with the 
information that one of his own had been killed. 

The officer grabbed the Thompson from the soldier and shook it in 
Kelso’s face. “And did you also shoot down our reconnaissance aircraft 
today, Schwartzig?” 

Still, Kelso held his silence and without moving his head, took in each 
and every detail of the crowded command post that had been 
constructed in the natural overhang of solid rock. 

“Speak—Verdamnen Amerikaner!” The officer shouted, his face only 
inches from Kelso’s. 

Kelso let his mouth relax and the corners lifted in a half-smile. “And 
how would you have me reply to your anger and your accusations, 
Lieutenant?” 

Angered beyond control, the officer took a step back and swung his 
arm. The resounding slap sounded like a pistol shot in the narrow 
confines of the command post. 

“That is enough!” von Gebber said stiffly as he pushed through the 
second curtain and entered the room. He looked sternly at his officer, 
then turned his gaze on Kelso. He smiled. 

“So... we did not finish you off this morning, eh?” 

Kelso knew without further information that the man who now 
confronted him was the one who had led the search for them that 
morning—he recalled the appearance of the officer with the half-track, 
his goggles, the soft Luftwaffe cap and his demeanor in the face of the 
conflict, when the Team had attacked the Italians. 

Kelso mocked a sigh and held the man’s gaze for a long moment—this 
man was no fool, and he knew if he was to convince him that he was the 
only remaining member of the Team—the party he sought—that he 
would have to keep his answers brief. Hold tight, he told himself, play 
for time. He swallowed thickly and was aware of the stinging sensation 
left in his face by the slap. 

“T survived,” he said simply. 

Von Gebber smiled again and nodded. “So you did. Take him to my 
quarters, I’ll question him there.” Then he turned to his duty officer and 


spoke rapidly in German. He instructed the man to increase the 
perimeter guards and to double the number of men on the outposts. 

Kelso listened and thought again of his comrades, waiting somewhere 
out there in the darkness for his return—and knowing them as he did, 
he knew that they would be searching for him before the night was 
over...and they would find the guard doubled! 

Kelso was hustled through the curtained entrance and into the night. 
His head had cleared and the ache had subsided to a dull throb at the 
base of his skull. He looked about as they approached what appeared to 
be a solid wall of rock. He saw that it was covered with camouflage 
netting, and beneath that was a solid canvas. 

Again, an opening appeared and a flap was held back as he entered a 
narrow space. As the outer flap was dropped, the inner was pushed 
aside and he was led into a cavernous place where row upon row of 
aircraft were parked. He recognized the Messerschmitts and the dihedral 
winged Stukas. The latter seemed somehow different—there were no 
rear guns and he saw a crew of mechanics working on one setting 
nearby and it looked as though the dive bombers were undergoing some 
sort of alteration. 

Hands shoved him roughly and he was pushed toward a wooden 
structure at the narrow end of the cavern. A door opened and he was 
thrust inside. 

Von Gebber followed and waved all but one of the soldiers out. “Sit,” 
he said to Kelso, and he pointed to a low camp stool. 

Kelso sat and took in his surroundings; spartan, he thought, then 
raised his eyes to the Luftwaffe officer standing before him. “Your 
name?” the German inquired. 

“Vasquez... 

Von Gebber raised an eyebrow and looked more closely at the man. 
“That is an unusual name for a...” 

“A Negro?” Kelso finished for him and smiled. 

Von Gebber returned the smile. “No... I was going to say that it is an 
unusual name for a soldier of fortune who is obviously far from his 
home.” 

“And what makes you think I am either?” Kelso asked, making the 
next subtle move in their game. 

“Touche, my friend!” Von Gebber replied and pulled a second canvas 
stool from against the wall and sat. He removed a package of Algerian 
cigarettes from his shirt pocket and lit one. “Fumar?” he questioned. 

“Gracias, no,” Kelso replied and shook his head. 


Von Gebber shrugged and took a deep drag of the acid smoke. 
“Terrible, really...” he said, then looked at Kelso and asked, “Your head, 
does it pain you?” 

“A little—a Mauser to the skull doesn’t usually bring good feelings.” 

“But of course...” the German replied, then sighed. “Would you like to 
tell me about your friends?” 

Kelso dropped his eyes. He had made his decision as to how he was 
going to play it—now he had to convince his opponent that the game 
was his own. 

“No... not necessarily, but I seem to have little choice in the matter.’ 

Von Gebber nodded. “I respect your intelligence, Vasquez, and I am 
glad you are not possessed with some false sense of loyalty to someone 
who is no longer among the living. I detest certain methods that are 
often used to extract that which can be given willingly.” 

Kelso raised his eyes. “I ran this morning.” 

Again, the German raised an eyebrow in question. “You ran?” 

Kelso nodded. “There were four Italians in the wadi and more on top 
—I could see no way out, so I hid.” 

“Your friends—comrades—what did they do?” 

“They killed the Italians...” 

“Then...” 

Kelso shook his head. “I don’t know... that’s when I ran...there was 
shooting and an airplane...I ran until I could run no further... then I 
slept.” 

Von Gebber took a last drag on the foul cigarette and dropped it. He 
placed his foot over the butt and ground it out, then looked up. “Have 
you been a soldier long?” 

“Six years... but I have never fought,” he laughed lightly. “When I 
volunteered for this... this mission, I understood it would be simple 
reconnaissance.” 

“But you were given a gun, and you used your knife to kill one of my 
men...can you explain that?” 

Kelso felt the perspiration on his face and he swallowed. “I... I was 
frightened.” 

Von Gebber looked at the man for a long moment, then he asked, 
“You said you volunteered... the others, did they also volunteer?” 

“Yes... we were told that if we found what we had been sent to locate, 
we would be paid a very good bonus by the Intelligence officer who sent 
us.” 

“And who was that man... this intelligence officer?” 
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Kelso swallowed again. If this man had some line to Cairo, and he 
suspected he did, he could confirm whatever he was told. “His name 
was Brooks-Hayden... he chose us for our stamina...” 

“And not your loyalty...” von Gebber said with a tinge of disgust in 
his voice. He knew the name, Brooks-Hayden, and he knew of the 
British inclination to use mercenaries in certain situations. “And what 
were you sent to locate, Vasquez?” 

“This place...” Kelso replied. 

Von Gebber’s jaw tightened. It was as he had suspected since the first 
report had come to him earlier that day—the British suspected the 
existence of his base, but could not confirm it or its location. “And how 
would your Brooks-Hayden know of this place, as you put it?” 

Kelso shook his head. “I can’t be sure, but there was talk of an agent 
in Cairo—a double agent...” He watched the German’s face and his 
reaction—he had hit a nerve. 

Von Gebber heard the words but he did not want to believe them. A 
suspicion on the part of the British regarding the existence of Qattara 
Einzig was one thing, but their knowledge of a so-called double agent... 
this was another matter. Their first feeble attempt had failed to uncover 
the base, but as he thought about it—had those men failed? Perhaps the 
British had sent an inept, expendable group of men, merely to flush out 
the opposition—and if this were the case, he had fallen for their game 
that morning and done that very thing! Verdammen! he cursed silently as 
he looked at the black man sitting bound before him. A group such as 
this man had belonged to, which failed to return would confirm the 
British suspicions regarding a secret base in Qattara... how ironic, he 
thought—he had confirmed this for his enemy! 

Von Gebber sighed and shook his head. “You have been most helpful, 
Vasquez... it is a pity I cannot reward you for your cooperation. 
Unfortunately, I have no alternative but to have you shot!” 

Kelso wore a tired look. “I... I knew it would turn out this way. I 
knew I should not have come...” 

“Hintersicht... hindsight,” von Gebber said and stood. “Are you 
hungry?” 

Kelso shrugged. “And if I was, Major von Gebber?” 

Von Gebber’s eyes narrowed, then he relaxed and smiled. “I would 
have you fed, of course... I would never have a man shot on an empty 
stomach... before dawn.” 

Kelso nodded. “Then I am hungry, thank you.” 

Von Gebber turned to the guard and gave a rapid order. The man 


hauled Kelso to his feet and led him from the room. The Luftwaffe 
officer watched him go and wondered: how did Vasquez know his rank 
and his name? He tried to recall the conversation in the command 
post... and as he thought about it, it brought forth another question—if 
he had been called by both rank and name there, and he was positive he 
had not, how did this foolish mercenary know what was said? If he 
understood German then perhaps he understood much more than he 
was letting on. And if this was the case... 

Von Gebber stormed out of his quarters and made for the command 
post on the double. 


FIFTEEN .. 


Leath sat comfortably, his back against the pole. He had a bandana tied 
about his head, and the jury-rigged ear-piece pressed against his ear 
beneath the cloth. In his hand he held Madden’s small pocket flash and 
he was studying the area map; he had traced a line with his pencil from 
the point where they had jumped from the aircraft to the point where 
they had first encountered the Italian-German patrol. From there, he 
marked the Team’s progress to their present position. Allowing his 
imagination free reign, he tried to place a spot where an airstrip could 
be located and where a minimal number of aircraft might be hidden. He 
traced the outline of the canyon that McClain had reported was just a 
mile or so from where they sat and where Kelso had last been seen. 
Width wise, it could accommodate an airplane—but from the 
geographical outlines on the map, a landing strip would be impossible. 

He thought again about Kelso—it had been two hours since McClain 
had returned and he knew that something had happened to his comrade. 
Searching for him was not reasonable—toward dawn, perhaps, for then 
they would have to seek shelter—though he considered staying where 
they were. It would not be the ideal spot, but it would allow them to 
take shifts on the newly discovered telephone line—if that’s what the 
hell it was! He shook his head angrily and wiped the perspiration from 
his forehead as he readjusted the earpiece. Leath was suddenly torn for 
a decision: to continue under cover of darkness and try to locate both 
Kelso and the airstrip—and chance running afoul of the same 
circumstance Kelso had encountered. Or—to stay put through the night 
and day, at least, and attempt to confirm just exactly what the line was 
and what it was connected to. 

He glanced down at the map again and was about to fold it when the 
faint buzzing in his ear stopped. He leaned forward and as the new 
sound came to him he suddenly realized what was happening. On the 
second ring the connection was closed and he heard a distant voice. 

“Einzig...” 

“Whitehall calling,” he heard the reply. 

“Ja, go ahead, Whitehall, I am recording...” the first voice said, thick 
with a German accent, and Leath began to scribble the conversation on 
the back of the map. 


“Yes, recording,” the English voice said, then asked, “What is gray?” 

“The goose is gray...” came the reply and Leath noted it. 

“Jolly good, now pay close...” the English caller said and began ina 
monotone as though he was reading the message from a prepared 
source. Leath wrote furiously and his heart pounded in his chest as he 
wrote down the information being given to the German on the other end 
of the line. When the message was complete, the Britisher said, “Done. 
Here... read it back, Einzig...” 

And in a thick tongue, Leath heard the message repeated and he was 
able to fill in the words he had missed. 

“Fine,” the English voice said, “I’ll ring you tomorrow—same time for 
final confirmation and inform you of any possible security changes.” 

“Danken, Whitehall. I will see to it that the commandant has the 
message immediately...” 

“Yes, by all means, do that, Chappie. Tomorrow, then...” 

And Leath heard the connection broken. He sat there and reread the 
message. Dumbfounded that such information had been passed to the 
enemy so easily and by such obvious means as a telephone, he read the 
words a third time...and he knew then that his decision had been made 
for him. He folded the map, put it in his tunic pocket and removed the 
wires from the cable. 

“Mad-Dog!” he hissed. 

Above and behind him on watch, Madden called back, “What’s up?” 

“Get your butt down here, Partner... we’re movin’ out!” 

The others were awakened by Leath’s call and McClain questioned, 
“What the hell’s going on, Jim—I thought you wanted to set on that line 
through the night?” 

“Cover me with something so I can use this light to put the radio back 
together—we may need them both later.” He looked up at his burly 
comrade. “We’ve got what we need, Bear... and it’s a hell of a lot bigger 
than Brooks-Hayden suspects!” 

“Like what, Jim-Bob?” Harrison asked. 

“Just get our shit together and take the point, sonny. We’ll move out 
as soon as I’m through with this... and I’ll tell you all about it before we 
move...” 


At Qattara Einzig von Gebber had just entered the command post as his 
duty officer replaced the receiver of the lone telephone setting near the 
radio equipment. He looked at the lieutenant and the man nodded, then 


smiled as he handed over the message to von Gebber. 

The man read it and his jaw muscle twitched as he realized this was 
the message they had all been waiting for—and the confirmation would 
be sent tomorrow! He went to the map rack, chose a numbered chart 
and spread it before him on the table. Bending over it, he picked up the 
dividers and measured a distance. Then, laying them aside, he looked at 
his duty officer. 

“Alert all mechanics and maintenance personnel. They are on twenty- 
four hour duty until further notice. I want all aircraft ready to fly by this 
time tomorrow—and I want the alterations to be complete!” 

“Ja. Mein Kommandant!” the man replied, sensing that the easy air of 
Qattara Einzig was about to change to something else. 

Von Gebber studied the map again. He recalled his purpose for 
coming so hastily to the command post—the prisoner Vasquez... well, 
there was nothing that mattered now but the forthcoming strike. The 
Negro would have to be shot for no matter who the man was it could 
make no difference now. He cursed his luck for not having been on hand 
when the Cairo agent had called... the man should be warned that the 
military intelligence know of his existence. 


The radio had been put back together and tested satisfactorily. The Tac 
One team crouched around the map Leath had been studying when the 
call came through on the line. 

“Here’s where I think we’re going. Assuming this is it, let’s also assume 
they’ll have both stationary and walking guards...and let’s don’t count 
on them being Italian.” He looked up at McClain. “Can you pick out the 
exact spot where you left George, Bear?” 

McClain pointed to a spot due west of their present position. “About a 
mile.” 

“Okay. We leave our gear there and if this turns out to be what I hope 
it is, here’s what we’re gonna do...” 

The next ten minutes were spent mapping out Leath’s plan. When he 
finished, he folded the map, handed it to McClain and said, “Think you 
can handle it?” 

The man stuffed the map with its message on the back inside his shirt 
and grinned. “If I can’t, you'll be the first to know it.” 

“Look—I’m not bein’ a fuckin’ pessimist,” Madden growled, “but what 
if it don’t work out the way we want it to and something happens to 
Bear?” 


“T’ve got a copy of the message,” Leath replied and patted his shirt 
pocket. “If Bear doesn’t make it, we split for the pickup point the best 
way we can...” 

“What about George?” Harrison asked in a concerned tone. 

Leath shook his head. “He’s on his own, Sonny. This is too damned 
big to blow on one man—or four, for that matter. If worse comes to 
worse, we'll go for a German radio and broadcast what we have for the 
whole damn world to hear!” 

“T... I don’t like it, Jim-Bob,” Harrison argued. “Just writing him off 
like this.” 

“We’re not writing him off, get that through your head, will you? He 
wrote himself off when he got on this merry-go-round, just like we all 
did!” He flicked off the flash and stood. “Any more complaints?” 

“Yeah—what the hell are we sitting here talking about it for? Let’s go 
do it!” Madden said and shouldered the sack of grenades. 

The four men moved off at intervals of ten feet. McClain took the 
lead, Leath followed, then Madden, and Harrison brought up the rear. 
They moved swiftly with McClain covering the same ground he had 
covered earlier with Kelso, and in the matter of a half hour, they had 
reached the spot where the cable went underground again. They paused 
briefly and stashed their excess equipment, including the radios. Taking 
only weapons, water and six grenades apiece, they moved out again— 
more cautiously this time and with Leath in the lead. He passed back a 
length of cord to McClain, who passed it back to the others, and they 
used a simple pull system with each man holding the cord tightly in his 
hand. 

They moved along the crest of the ridge that ran parallel to the 
canyon ahead. Leath noticed as they progressed that there was a shelf 
some distance lower, and though he did not know it, this was the trail 
that Kelso had taken. A quarter mile beyond the point where they had 
left their gear, Leath gave a sharp pull on the cord and all three men 
behind froze to a halt. 

Leath squatted, his Thompson slung and his knife drawn. Just ahead 
and below, a pair of sentries walked side by side. He had heard them 
before he had actually seen them. As they walked a parallel path on the 
level below, Leath was able to make out their silhouettes in the 
darkness. He jerked the cord twice and gestured downward. 

Ten feet behind him, McClain jerked the cord sharply. As Leath turned 
to see what the signal was about, McClain pointed directly ahead of 
them. 


Leath looked. On the trail, coming directly toward the four crouched 
men, walked a second pair of sentries, not twenty yards away. 


SIXTEEN 


Madden felt the second pull on the cord when McClain signaled Leath. 
He peered into the darkness and detected some movement directly 
ahead of them. He glanced to his left as the two sentries below drew 
nearer to their position and he knew what had to be done. 

Letting go the cord, Madden lay down his weapon and moved back 
quietly to where Harrison sat crouched. He touched a finger to his lips 
and pointed down, then gestured ahead. Harrison nodded silently and 
he too laid his weapons aside and slipped his knife from its boot sheath 
as Madden squatted at the edge of rock, some ten feet above the spot 
where the two sentries would pass in a matter of seconds. 

McClain felt the cord go slack and moved to one side of the trail as 
Leath did the same ahead of him; some ten feet separated them, but 
there was no way he could join his partner without giving away their 
position. As he evaluated the situation, he realized that possibly he 
might be of more use where he was. He fumbled in his pocket and found 
what he was looking for. 

Leath froze. He sensed that McClain had moved to the side of the trail 
and he was left with a slack cord in his hand. He transferred his knife 
from one hand to the other and wiped his palm on his knee. The sentries 
below had just passed and he swallowed thickly, hoping that Madden 
and Harrison would make the right move at the right time. He tensed 
and wondered if he could handle the two men who were approaching— 
at least until McClain could join him. His heart pounded in his chest as 
they neared and the outlines of their bodies became clearer to him in 
the near-blackness of the desert night. He wondered again about those 
behind him, then... Leath concentrated on the men before him... it was 
kill or be killed... and it must be done silently. His breathing shallowed 
and his pulse increased as the moment drew near—fifteen feet now... 
ten...and they were almost upon him. He gripped the hilt of his knife 
tightly in his left hand and took a deep breath. 

As the two sentries drew near, McClain sat on his haunches by the 
side of the trail. He had a clear view of the spot where Leath crouched 
and he could make out the forms of the two soldiers approaching. He 
waited until the last second and as he estimated them to be just short of 
springing distance for Leath, McClain stood up, dragging the object in 


his hand over the rock beside the trail. 

The two sentries stopped in mid-stride as the match flared in the 
darkness—then, Leath hit them. He drove in low, his shoulders striking 
them just above the knees and they were toppled like a pair of bowling 
pins. Leath felt his blade strike steel and as the man grunted, he struck 
out again in the darkness and felt the knife tear through cloth and flesh 
and go deep into the man’s body. He was dimly aware of the frantic 
movement beside him as he twisted with his left hand and drove his 
right beneath the soldier’s jaw. 

McClain saw Leath spring and as he did, he dropped the match and 
dug his feet in as he propelled himself forward and dove as Leath 
struggled with the man on the right. He hit the second sentry before he 
could recover and the man was driven into the ground with such force 
that McClain felt the man go limp beneath him even as his fingers 
groped for the soldier’s throat. He felt his nails dig into the soft flesh 
beneath the chin-strap of the helmet and he pressed his thumbs 
downward as the man struggled feebly beneath his weight. His mouth 
was open in a silent scream as McClain lifted him head and shoulders 
from the ground and shook him as a bulldog would shake a rat. He held 
the grip tight. Then he felt the German go completely limp. 

Behind, Madden and Harrison waited until the two sentries below had 
passed. As McClain struck the match, Madden touched the younger 
man’s arm and they both stood. They dove from the ledge as the sound 
of Leath hitting the other two came to them. 

“Now!” Madden said and they flew from the trail, hitting the Germans 
below just as they turned at the sound. Madden felt the man go down 
and his rifle clattered in the darkness. He rolled and came up, then 
lunged for the fallen soldier—and a crushing weight hit his chest. The 
sentry had rolled to his back, drawn up his knees and kicked. Madden 
was driven backwards and as he connected with solid rock, he staggered 
to maintain his balance and lost his knife. 

Harrison drove his man to the ground and with a swift plunge of his 
blade, he felt the man stiffen, then fall still with no more than a pitiful 
sound of surprise as the blade of the knife slipped between his third and 
fourth ribs. Harrison withdrew the blade and ducked instinctively as he 
caught the motion of a swing behind him. He couldn’t see Madden, but 
the sentry he had hit was on his feet and Harrison was suddenly 
confronted by him. The man swung the rifle again and Harrison caught 
the blow on his left forearm as he doubled his knees and drove forward 
with all his strength. Behind, Madden, half-recovered, had lunged at the 


same moment the sentry had made his second swing and the three men 
went down in a pile. Harrison buried his knife in the man’s gut as 
Madden pulled his head backwards. A strangled sound came from the 
man’s throat and was accented by the popping sound as his neck was 
broken—then, all was still again, save for the heavy breathing of the 
two men atop the dead German. 

“You okay?” Madden asked breathlessly as he half crouched. 

“Yeah... yeah, I’m okay. What the hell happened?” 

Madden recovered his knife and stood as Harrison did. “Nothin’ 
happened—I just missed, that’s all.” 

Harrison realized the man was operating under the pain of broken ribs 
and said nothing further about the incident but remarked, “Wonder 
what’s happening with the rest of the family...” 


Leath dragged himself to his feet and saw McClain lower the sentry to 
the ground. The sound of scuffling had come to them from the other 
trail and they moved swiftly towards the source. They paused as they 
heard the men below talking in hushed tones. 

“You two okay?” Leath called softly. 

“Just fuckin’ ducky!” Madden growled back, then asked, “What about 
you?” 

“T think I broke a finger nail,” McClain said and leaned on Leath’s 
shoulder. 

Leath felt a flood of relief as he realized the two men below were all 
right—and that they had acted on their own initiative in handling the 
two sentries there. “What’s it look like down there?” he asked. 

“Too damn dark to tell, Jim-Bob. Want us to check it out?” Harrison 
replied. 

“No...hang tough and we’ll do it together,” Leath called back. 

“If youw’re comin’ down,” Madden said, “see if you can find our 
pieces... they’re near the side of the trail.” 

Leath sent McClain back for the dead sentries’ helmets. Leath found 
the Thompsons where his comrades had left them. As he passed the 
weapons down he considered joining them but with both trails to cover 
he decided against it. He told Madden and Harrison to wear the German 
helmets and in a matter of minutes, the four men were walking parallel 
routes toward Qattara Einzig. 


SEVENTEEN 


Von Gebber walked down the line of converted Stukas—there were 
eight already completed and ready to fly and two more were undergoing 
alterations by a crew of mechanics; extra fuel tanks had been fitted—in 
the fusilage and beneath the wings—and their range would be nearly 
double by the additions. The Stuka’s normal bomb load was one 1,100- 
pound and four 110-pound bombs, which would be more than sufficient 
for the task at hand. And if he coordinated the flight properly, the fuel 
reserves would be exhausted by the time they reached their objective 
and the Stukas would be able to operate with only a normal fuel load— 
which would be important—the Stuka was highly vulnerable to enemy 
fighters, and would be doubly so without the movable 7.9mm machine 
gun in the rear cockpit. That was where he and his flight of Adlers would 
have their work cut out for them. The Messerschmitt 109 would outfly 
and out-perform anything the Allies had in the air and it would be their 
job to see to it that the Stukas reached their intended destination. 

Von Gebber turned as he was joined by a young lieutenant named 
Geitzen. He nodded curtly and continued down the line of sleek ME 
109’s flown in the month before from Matruh, to the north. Sixteen of 
them stood wing on wing and comprised the two flights of Angriff IV. 
There had been much consternation from the upper echelon of the 
Luftwaffe about such a large number of aircraft sitting idle when there 
was a critical need for ground support at the front, but between himself 
and General Klein they had exerted enough pressure to insure these 
planes would not be sent in as support, and they had convinced the 
powers-that-be, that the idleness of the aircraft would more than be 
repaid when the forthcoming strike had validated them as a unit—and 
validated, too, von Gebber’s own brainchild of reconverting the Stukas 
for extended flight. It had been an expensive preparation, von Gebber 
thought, as he walked along the line of fighter planes with the young 
leutenant, but it would well be worth it and then they would all be back 
in battle making three to five combat missions a day when the 
Panzerarmee began their push eastward from El Alamein. Which was the 
major issue of the day—Rommel was gone from the front, but when he 
returned with his promised Tiger Tanks, the feeble forty mile front at 
Alamein would crumble beneath their weight... but when would he 


return? 

“What are you thinking of, Wilheim?” Von Gebber asked as he 
glanced at the young pilot and saw him gazing toward the parked 
aircraft with a faraway look in his eyes. 

“Victory...” Geitzen replied and smiled wanly. The waiting had been 
difficult and the strain brought about by the inactivity of the past month 
showed plainly on his face—just as it did on each of the men of Angriff 
IV. 

“Yes, I too...” von Gebber said in return and nodded. They all seemed 
to have shared the same thoughts since the sacrifice of the first four 
Stukas that had been altered at Qattara Einzig. The sacrifice had been 
great for the men who flew those aircraft but it had been paid in kind 
with the lives of the high-ranking British officers on the runway of the 
Cairo airbase...and von Gebber smiled again as he recalled the moment 
he had lifted the nose of his Messerschmitt, crossed the Nile River at 250 
miles per hour and homed in on the British aircraft just setting down—a 
precise move, a precise kill. And so very simple with the information 
they had received the night before... plotted, timed and coordinated... 
the decoy Stukas coming in from the south and diverting all attention 
from von Gebber and his wing-man, allowing them to come in for the 
swift kill, a second run with guns blazing, then a dash back across the 
Nile with the slower American built P-40’s attempting to give chase and 
blocking their own mistimed anti-aircraft units... 

“We have talked much of victory, Wilhelm,” von Gebber said as they 
reached the last aircraft in line, “but the final test remains—and that test 
will come soon.” He stopped and looked at the other man. “I received 
confirmation tonight.” 

Geitzen’s eyes widened and a broad smile crossed his face. “When?” 
he asked with the impatience of youth. 

Von Gebber returned his smile. “Soon... I fly to Matruh as soon as my 
ship is ready.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “I'll return by dawn and 
we'll have our briefing then.” He looked toward his own ship being 
rolled out of line and asked, “Can I bring you any thing?” 

“Yes! A cold beer—you can bring us all a cold beer!” 

They both laughed. “There will be enough of that when our troops 
have taken Cairo, Wilhelm.” 

“T know, Major... but I thirst now...” 

Von Gebber thought about the man’s request—it was a constant topic 
of conversation with his pilots—women and cold beer... the latter, he 
just might be able to supply for them as a reward for their patience. “I 


doubt that General Klein would take kindly to such a request... but isn’t 
Feldwebel Doberman still at Matruh?” 

“Tm sure he is... where Klein goes, so goes Doberman—isn’t that the 
saying?” 

Von Gebber shrugged. “Twelve years as his personal valet—yes, if it 
can be had, Doberman will know where!” 

They laughed again in easy camaraderie, turned and walked back 
towards the other end of the cavern and von Gebber’s quarters. They 
found the Italian officer in charge of the labor detail lounging near the 
netted entrance; he was staring sullenly at the prisoner who sat nearby 
with a German guard standing over him. 

“Have the runway cleared immediately, Captain,” von Gebber ordered 
the Italian, scarcely looking at the man. 

The man’s mouth dropped open and he gestured with both hands. 
“Now? Commandante... at night?” 

“Unless you can coax up the sun five hours early,” von Gebber replied 
sarcastically. 

The man’s face flushed. These damn Germans had a sharp reply for 
everything! he thought angrily, but kept his anger below the surface as 
he nodded. “It will be done.” 

Von Gebber turned to Geitzen. “You see?” he said crisply in their own 
tongue. “They have no imagination—and no initiative save what we 
give them—I would sooner have the Poles for allies...at least they know 
how to fight!” 

“Ja, but they had nothing to fight with,” Geitzen remarked. “Lucky for 
us—you should have been at Warsaw—they fought with sticks and 
stones.” He glanced toward the black prisoner and said in a lower tone. 

“Execute him as soon as it is light, Wilhelm... cleanly.” 

Geitzen paled. “Me?” 

“Ts it so much different on the ground than in the air?” Von Gebber 
smiled indulgently, “Or have you never killed your enemy face to face?” 
The young Luftwaffe officer’s face burned hotly. “I... I will handle it, 

mein Kommandant!” 

“Yes, I’m sure you will,” he replied casually and turned for his 
quarters, stopping briefly to pass on the order to the guard who stood 
over the prisoner. 


Kelso sat with his knees drawn to his chest and his hands still tied 
behind him. He heard von Gebber’s words and he chilled slightly. Dawn 


was but a few hours away and if he was going to make his move, it 
would have to be soon. He had eaten—with a rifle pointed at his head. 
Then his hands had been retied... but not so tightly as before. And he 
worked again at the bonds as he watched the German officer enter his 
meagre quarters. 

He watched as the Italian officer who seemed to be in charge led a 
small group of men from the enclosure; then a mechanic came down the 
line and some word was passed that Kelso missed—but he soon 
understood as lights were extinguished one by one within the cavern. 
When only a few remained lit, a Messerschmitt was rolled from its far 
position in the line and pushed to a flapped section of the net and 
canvas covering of the cavern. And suddenly, Kelso realized what it all 
meant—someone was going to fly that aircraft! He smiled to himself— 
that someone was probably von Gebber! 

Kelso turned his head slowly and looked toward the darkened area at 
the rear of the cavern; he had seen several men, obviously Luftwaffe 
officers, come and go in this direction—perhaps their quarters were 
there, and if this was the case, he wondered if they slept by day and 
stayed awake at night. There appeared to be none of them on duty—if 
they had duty, and he wondered now where the bulk of the troops—or 
guards—slept. As he considered it, perhaps the daylight hours at this 
base were used for sleeping, with only a token force on duty—then, 
when night fell, perimeter guards were posted and the camp stayed on 
alert. It made sense. 

He looked toward the Messerschmitt again and wished to hell he had 
learned more than the simple rudiments of flying! He might—with a ton 
of luck—get an aircraft like the ME off the ground... but getting it down 
again—that just might present a problem. No, he concluded. If he was 
able to make good his escape, the thing for him to do would be to try to 
rejoin the others and let them know the layout here. He turned his head 
slightly and found the guard looking towards him; unconsciously, he 
had been working at the bonds that held his hands and had brought 
attention to himself. He forced himself to relax, and the guard looked 
away. He had not looked at him directly since von Gebber had passed 
sentence of death and Kelso hoped the man would not get around to 
checking his wrists again until he was ready to move. The anxiety built 
as he twisted his hands again and clawed at the knotted rope with his 
fingers—then, an end slipped and he realized suddenly that he was 
nearly free. He drew his breath and exhaled deeply—and found the 
guard glancing towards him again. 


EIGHTEEN 


Feldwebel Lang clasped his hands tightly behind his back; he was 
awaiting the return pass of the two sentries on the upper shelf, there at 
Perimeter Post Four. Ten minutes before he had caught a glimpse of the 
flare of a match some distance away—in the immediate vicinity where 
Corporal Schmidt and Private Comel were assigned. The earlier incident 
had provoked him when one of his men had been killed and the black 
prisoner taken... provoked him because he knew that a few of his men 
did, in fact, smoke on duty—a thing that was strictly verboten. He 
attributed the guard’s loss of life to carelessness on the part of both of 
the sentries involved, for he could not reason how one man on 
unfamiliar ground could surprise two men who had walked that ground 
countless times... unless of course, they had not been doing as they 
should. Smoking! he thought, and more anger erupted as he thought 
about the Italians and their laxity in this particular area! But he had 
seen the match clearly enough and when the two men returned, he 
would deal with them! And he smiled inwardly as he considered their 
punishment—a double trick of duty—perhaps a day assignment... yes, 
that would be it—they would finish their normal stand, then report to 
the duty officer for a day assignment! 

Now, Lang thought, would be the time to put a stop to the breaking of 
rules, for he had sixteen men on duty since the earlier alert, rather than 
the normal eight—his work had been doubled with four extra teams to 
keep track of and those who would not obey would certainly pay for 
their disobedience! 

He peered into the darkness and saw two figures coming toward him 
—and smiled. A reprimand and extra duty would do both of these louts 
good and show the others that he, Sergeant Kurt Lang, was not one to be 
fooled with! He rehearsed the words he would use... and reminded 
himself again that what these men had done had endangered all who 
served there at Qattara Einzig. 


“Up ahead...” McClain said and nudged Leath. 
“T see em,” answered Leath. 
“Looks like there’s just one.” 


“Uh, huh...” Leath replied and pitched a pebble to the lower trail 
where Madden and Harrison kept pace behind them. Leath caught the 
light cough from one of them below acknowledging the pebble-signal. 
He unhooked his thumb from the strap of the Mauser he was carrying, 
slipped his knife into his right hand and shifted the weight of the 
Thompson he carried between his shoulders and out of sight. 

“This one we save...” Leath said lowly. 

“Right.” 

Feldwebel Lang drew himself up to his full height of five feet eleven 
inches and threw his chin forward as the two men approached. He 
would bar their way, he decided, then confront them with the fact that 
he had seen one of them strike a match downtrail. 

McClain drew a deep breath and as the man before them put his 
hands on his hips and placed himself directly in their path, he saw the 
insignia on the man’s collar... a sergeant, he thought, and as the man 
opened his mouth to speak, McClain stepped in and drove his fist into 
his stomach. 

A great rush of air left Lang’s lungs as he doubled in pained surprise. 
He felt the second blow alongside his jaw and his head reeled in 
confusion as strong hands grabbed him, drove him to the ground and a 
knife was pressed against his throat. 

Then, a strange voice spoke to him in his own tongue. “Do you wish 
to live?” 

Lang shook his head trying to gather his thoughts. Why had he been 
struck—why was a soldier of the Wermacht threatening him? He opened 
his mouth to ask these simple questions and he felt the point of the 
blade penetrate the soft skin of his throat. He swallowed back the fear as 
warm blood trickled down his neck. 

“Do you wish to live?” the strange voice repeated. 

Lang felt a chill go through him and he replied simply, “Ja...” 

“Then do as you are told or I shall cut your throat! Do you 
understand?” 

“Ja...” 

McClain exerted pressure as he pressed the German’s hands higher in 
the small of his back. “Ask him how many men he has on guard, Jim.” 

“Amerikaners!” Lang blurted out, suddenly realizing what was 
happening. 

Leath clamped a hand over his mouth and pressed the point of the 
blade in until he felt the man shudder with fear. 

“Halt den mund!” Leath commanded, then took his hand away and 


asked, “How many men—besides yourself—walk guard?” 

Lang swallowed thickly and shook his head in a negative fashion. 
Leath pressed the blade. 

“Sechzehn!” 

“Sixteen,” Leath told McClain in English. 

“A dozen left...” McClain said, half to himself, then added. “I wonder 
how many pass here—and how often?” 

Leath questioned the man carefully, accentuating each question with 
the point of his knife—then he listened as Lang told him what they 
wanted to know and Leath relayed the information to his partner, then 
he asked, “Eight to each side... Sergeant Lang here’s due to check the far 
side of the canyon just as soon as his four men from the west check in.” 

Just then, a pebble landed nearby and Leath clamped his hand over 
the man’s mouth again. “Put him out, Bear—but don’t kill him. He’s too 
damned cooperative and I don’t think he’s had chance enough to tell us 
everything!” 

McClain slipped a muscled forearm about the man’s throat and 
gripped the wrist with his other hand as he released the German’s 
hands. The man struggled feebly as Leath held his legs—then, he went 
limp. 

“He won’t stay out long, Jim.” 

He nodded silently and tossed a pebble below to acknowledge the first 
signal. 

On the trail below, Madden and Harrison stood facing each other as a 
pair of guards approached them, coming from the opposite direction 
they had come but a few moments before. They had rid themselves of 
the German rifles and both held tight to their Thompsons as they waited 
for the two sentries to come a bit closer. 

“Which one you want, Sonny?” Madden asked softly. 

“Tl take the little one—make us even—the other looks like a gorilla!” 
he said lightly, then added, “Turn to your right and take the man on the 
outside—I’ll handle the other.” 

Madden nodded and tensed, his left hand on the forestock of his 
weapon, his right on the receiver. Behind him, one of the guards spoke 
out softly and questioned, “Wo von der feldwebel?” 

“Now!” Harrison said and stepped forward as Madden spun. He 
smashed the butt of his Thompson into the sentry’s forehead as Madden 
hit the other in the throat. Both men dropped, Harrison’s folding where 
he stood and Madden’s pitching backwards and falling to one side, his 
hands on his throat. Harrison finished his man with his knife as Madden 


grabbed the other’s head and gave it a quick twist. 

“There... we even?” Madden asked. 

“I guess—yours was the biggest,” Harrison replied and resheathed his 
knife. 

Above, while the kill was taking place on the lower trail, Leath and 
McClain had dropped a second pair of sentries and finished them 
quickly. As they stood, Sergeant Lang groaned and stirred at their feet. 

The two men took hold of his arms and dragged him into a standing 
position and McClain bound his hands behind him with his garrote. 
When their prisoner was securely tied and fully informed of what would 
happen to him if he tried to cry out or give any kind of alert, Leath went 
to the edge of the trail and called to the men below. 

In one minute, both Madden and Harrison had found their way up 
and listened as Leath explained the situation to them. 

“We can either try this two more times or we can let the eight on the 
other rim, slide... and hope they don’t panic when Herr Lang here 
doesn’t show for his hourly check.” 

“T feel like we’d be pushing our luck trying to take out eight more 
without makin’ no noise, Jim-Bob,” Harrison said in a concerned tone. 

“He’s right,” Madden agreed, “I damn near blew it on the first go- 
round. We’ve been pushin’ our luck ever since we started this little 
picnic!” 

Leath looked at McClain. “What say, Bear?” 

McClain looked at his friend, then at the bound German. “They’re 
both right. We could be out here all night breakin’ necks—and the way I 
see it, if they get around to changing the guard while we’re still at it, 
we'd just have to start all over again.” His subtle humor was not wasted 
on the others and they chuckled as a picture of that very thing took 
form in their minds. 

“Okay...” Leath said and took out his knife and gestured to the 
prisoner, “Untie his hands, Bear.” 

The German’s eyes widened as he saw the knife—he knew that these 
four men had been debating a point and as all eyes fell on him, he 
thought it was he that they had been talking about and he whimpered. 

Leath motioned the man to squat and the others formed a semi-circle 
about him. Lang’s eyes were filled with tears as Leath pulled a small 
pocket flash out and flicked it on, then Lang heard the American 
speaking to him in his own language. 

“Here is what I want you to draw for me...” and he handed the 
German his knife as he smoothed the dirt at his feet and shined the light 


there. Lang chilled as he felt the thick handle shoved into his hand, but 
if he had any ideas of doing something other than what this man had 
instructed, he forgot them as he felt the point of another knife at the 
small of his back. 


NINETEEN 


In his quarters, Albrecht von Gebber toweled himself dry and slipped 
into a fresh uniform, then dumped the contents of the bowl he had used 
to bathe himself in. His quarters were uncommonly hot for this time of 
night and he was looking forward to the relief of the brief flight to the 
coast. He felt the old anticipation stir in his stomach as he reached for 
his gloves and the everpresent side-arm. Buckling on the polished 
holster, he slipped his gloves behind it and took the folded report he had 
written earlier for General Klein and slipped it into his shirt pocket—he 
had considered relaying the information by radio, but the system Klein 
had set up was too complex for his liking. Delivering the final word 
from Cairo in person would give him a valid excuse for leaving the base 
for a few hours—and an excuse to get into the air again. He glanced at 
his watch, thought about the Italians on the strip at that very moment 
and decided to give them an extra few minutes to clear it—he had 
pushed them to their limits the last few days and he recognized the signs 
of complacency they had displayed of late. Turning to his wall map, he 
studied the air corridor over the Gulf of Aden to the Gulf of Suez and 
noted again the anti-aircraft emplacements as forwarded to him from 
their own intelligence. 

Outside von Gebber’s quarters, Kelso watched apprehensively as the 
Messerschmitt was given its final preflight check by the ground crew. 
The guard who stood nearby was ignoring him now, his interest held by 
the men who busied themselves about the aircraft. Kelso winced 
painfully as his fingers dug at the final knot of the cord that bound his 
wrists behind him. He had made his decision—he would wait until the 
fighter plane was pushed out of the confines of the cavern-like hangar, 
and at the moment everyone’s attention was on the departing aircraft, 
he would make his move. He had lost his sense of direction following his 
capture, but he had a vague idea as to how he would regain it, once he 
was in the open. 

The guard glanced toward him again and he froze. He hunched his 
shoulders forward, then leaned back as though he had been stretching. 
The knot was free and so were his hands. The soldier looked at him for a 
long moment, then took a step towards him. 

Kelso sensed what was coming and he cursed silently as he prepared 


himself for it. The German stood but two feet away—he lowered his rifle 
and gestured with the muzzle for Kelso to move forward. Kelso pressed 
his back against the wall of rock and merely looked up at the man. The 
soldier grunted an order in German and prodded Kelso with the barrel 
of his rifle. As he did, he saw the man move suddenly and his hands 
appeared before him—free! 

Kelso grabbed the barrel of the Mauser and as he came to his feet, he 
pushed on the weapon with all his strength. Before the guard could 
react, the butt of his own weapon was driven into his stomach, then 
wrenched from his hands. He doubled painfully and caught a brief 
glimpse of the weapon as his prisoner swung it. Kelso sidestepped and 
brought the rifle in an upward arc and smashed the German’s forehead. 
Then, with a quick look around, he moved along the wall and scrambled 
under the heavy canvas and netting that enclosed the cavern. As he 
pushed the rifle before him, he heard a shout and there was a sudden 
rush of activity as someone gave the alert that he was escaping. 

He emerged into the night and sprang to his feet, holding the rifle in 
both hands. He stopped only long enough to locate the command post, 
ahead and to his right. Quickly, he ran in that direction and tried to 
recall the way he had come in from the trail when he had been 
captured. To the right, he thought, then looked over his shoulder as a 
patch of light appeared behind him and someone came from the hangar 
and shouted a command. Running full speed, he collided head-on with 
two soldiers who had stepped from the shadows directly in his path. All 
three went sprawling and Kelso rolled, his finger tight on the trigger of 
the bolt action Mauser. As one man rose, Kelso fired, rolled again and 
came up in a crouch, his right hand jacking the bolt of the weapon. He 
pulled the trigger a second time, and the sharp report echoed off the 
inner walls of the canyon as the soldier screamed in pain and fell beside 
his wounded comrade, clutching his abdomen. 

Kelso cursed aloud and turned as two soldiers rushed from the 
command post, alerted by the shots. He sent a single round their way 
and as he pulled back on the bolt, he felt the extractor hang on the next 
round. Quickly, he tossed the weapon aside and ran for the protection of 
the rocks on his right. A shot was fired and the bullet spun harmlessly 
into the night as Kelso found cover a short distance up and into the 
rocky face of the dead-end of the canyon. He crouched low and held his 
breath as the sound of running soldiers came to him and he listened as 
questions were cast back and forth as those from the command post 
were joined by others from the hangar. 


“Did he pass?” 

“No! He went back your way!” 

“T didn’t see him—he must have slipped by!” 

And as he watched, the men spread out and began their search across 
the open expanse that led to the canyon floor. Others arrived and Kelso 
strained to hear their words as they bent over the two wounded men. He 
raised his eyes and looked toward the boulder-strewn floor of the 
canyon... and he realized how it was hidden. The “boulders” had been 
moved and even in the dark, he could see a strip a full half mile long— 
fully adequate to handle the aircraft here. He pressed down in the rocks 
and decided to wait—he could not be seen from ground level, and as 
soon as the commotion had died, he would climb higher and attempt to 
get through to his friends while darkness remained. Kelso wondered if 
he would be able to find them—there was a possibility they had heard 
the shots—and he questioned himself if sound would carry that distance 
in the still night air of the desert. 


Von Gebber looked down at the still unconscious soldier and cursed. A 
group of his pilots stood around him and watched as the foot-soldier 
was lifted onto a stretcher by two men from his own unit. The duty 
officer approached and shook his head disdainfully. 

“He has eluded us, Mundiger. Two of my men were shot—with his 
weapon!” and he pointed to the man on the stretcher as he was carried 
away. 

Von Gebber cursed again and directed his own anger toward the duty 
officer. “I’m sure it will not be necessary to alert the perimeter guards, 
Leutnant—or anyone else for ten miles in any direction. But don’t you 
think it reasonable that you continue your search for the escaped 
prisoner?” 

The lieutenant’s face burned hotly. It wasn’t his verdammen 
responsibility that the prisoner had escaped! These Luftwaffe 
commanders were impossible to deal with, he thought angrily, then 
nodded his head stiffly, saluted in the same manner and turned on his 
heel as he barked an order to a group of soldiers who had just joined 
those inside the hangar. 

Von Gebber shook his head and turned to his own officers. “It is 
sad...” he remarked, then directed his words to Lieutenant Geitzen. 
“Wilhelm—as soon as it is light enough—take a squad and see if you can 
locate the man, will you? He cannot possibly get far without water.” 


“You will still return by dawn?” Geitzen asked. 

Von Gebber shrugged. “Providing the mechanics fill the tanks of my 
aircraft with petrol and not sand.” 

The others laughed lightly. Then as their commander touched his cap 
with two fingers and turned for the still covered entrance where his 
aircraft sat, ready to be pushed into the night, the others broke and 
returned to their quarters at the rear of the caver. 

On his way out, von Gebber stopped and picked up the length of cord 
the prisoner’s hands had been tied with. As he gave the order that would 
open the hangar, he stopped and gazed about. “Whoever you are, 
Vasquez...” he said lowly, “you are not the coward you professed to be!” 
He slung the cord to the ground as he walked briefly toward his aircraft. 


Leath and the others were some twenty yards from the final slope that 
led to the floor of the canyon as they heard the shouts in the distance. 
Then the gunfire came and McClain said, “Kelso!” 

Leath grasped the situation immediately but wondered what was 
happening beyond their range of vision as more shots were fired. If it 
was Kelso, he was either in one hell of a tight spot or he was making 
good his escape. As he thought about it, it seemed the logical thing to do 
—the German Sergeant had related to him the earlier incident when the 
schwartzig had been captured. Now, it seemed, that the same man was 
turning the game around. 

“We can’t be sure...” Leath said as they all crouched low on the trail 
and he kept a tight hold on the sergeant’s collar. “If it is George making 
all that racket, it’s the God-damnedest timing for a diversion I’ve ever 
seen!” 

“Then we’re still into it?” Madden asked. 

“You bet your ass we’re into it!” Leath replied and turned to McClain. 
“Bear, you and Mad-Dog see if you can work your way around the far 
end. If it’s like our friend here tells it, you should be able to get your 
hands on one of those half-tracks. Sonny and I will work our way 
around and try to take out that CP.” 

McClain grinned. “We still gonna try what you suggested?” 

“You still game?” 

“Does a bear shit in the woods?” 

“Okay, then—hit it—we’ll give you as much time as possible. Just 
keep those buckets on your heads and maybe you can walk right in, in 
all this confusion.” 


“What about Kelso?” Madden asked. 

Leath shook his head. “George is still on his own—if he gave them the 
slip, we’ll know it. If he didn’t, well... there was a lot of shooting going 
on, Paul.” 

“Seven to five, he made it,” Harrison put in. “There was an awful lot 
of hollerin’ after the shootin’.” 

“Okay—we got a job to do—move it!” Leath said. 

Harrison and Leath watched the other two move off in the darkness, 
then Leath stood. 

“Are... are you going to kill me?” Lang asked in a tearful voice. 

Without answering, Leath swung his Thompson. The butt connected 
with the base of the man’s skull and he pitched forward, unconscious. 

“Want him finished?” Harrison asked. 

Leath shook his head. “No. He’s earned a pass.” He knelt and stuffed 
his bandana into the man’s mouth, then completed the job by passing 
the end of the rope around his feet and leaving him hog-tied. As he 
stood again, Leath gestured ahead in the darkness. 

“Let’s find that CP, Sonny, and see how close we can get to it!” 

“What do we do when we find it?” 

“Put it out of commission—and I mean out!” 


TWENTY 


McClain and Madden followed the inner perimeter path from its low 
point on the trail and worked their way cautiously toward the far end of 
the canyon. Both men noticed that the floor of the canyon was clear. A 
hundred yards from where they had begun, McClain paused by a large 
boulder. “I’ll be damned!” he said lowly. 

“Stub your toe?” 

“Take a look at this rock and tell me what I stubbed...” 

As they both examined it, Madden stooped and slipped his hand under 
the edge. “The fuckin’ thing is made outta wood!” 

“Which explains why photo-recon couldn’t find a landing strip,” 
McClain remarked. 

“Okay...” Madden replied, “I'll go for that, but what’re they doin’ 
moved over here by these real rocks?” 

Both men turned their attention to the floor of the canyon; it was 
evident how the strip here had been camouflaged, but it didn’t seem 
likely that the Germans would move that camouflage without reason. 

“Well how about that!” McClain said and gestured back the way they 
had come. Across the open expanse of the canyon floor a dim light came 
from the wall of the canyon as the inner flap of canvas was drawn up. 
They stood silently and watched as the netting revealed the outline of a 
single fighter plane setting in the narrow entrance. As the entrance was 
cleared, a crew of men pushed the aircraft from the concealed hangar, 
then the net was dropped again. 

“Looks like someone’s going for a ride, Bear.” Madden observed. 
McClain felt his pulse increase as the aircraft was swung around, its 
nose pointed toward the far end of the strip, and he thought, someone— 

that’s for sure! Then he said, “Come on, let’s move.” 

Still wearing the bucket helmets of the sentries killed on the upper 
trail, the two men made their way toward the other end of the strip. 
They had gone but a short distance when the sound of shuffling and low 
voices came to them from the darkness ahead. 

McClain stopped and touched his comrade’s arm. “Trouble...” 

They stood immobile in the darkness; both held their weapons at the 
ready and as the voices came closer, Madden breathed a sigh of relief. 
“FEye-ties,” he said softly. 


The men approaching were those from the labor crew who had just 
finished the task of moving the simulated boulders from the landing 
strip and were returning to complete the job of “sweeping” the strip, 
once the aircraft had taken off. 

The corporal in charge of the detail cursed the middle-of-the-night 
work as he led the crew back to their starting point; he looked up, 
startled, as he came face to face with the two men standing beside the 
rocks in the darkness. 

“Silenzio, contadinos!” Madden barked sharply and raised his weapon. 

The Italians fell quiet and continued by the two strange looking 
sentries who held totally unfamiliar automatic weapons. 

When they had passed, McClain, too, drew a breath of relief and 
asked, “What the hell did you tell them?” 

“Shudda-you-face...” he whispered and they both chuckled as they 
moved off again in the darkness. 

Crossing at the far end of the strip, the outlines of several 
camouflaged vehicles stood out plainly at ground level against the 
netting that covered the end of the cavern-like hangar. They approached 
cautiously and Madden whispered, “I wonder where the hell the guards 
are?” 

McClain nodded and touched him. “There...” 

As Madden followed the direction of his gaze, he saw two men 
standing near the vehicles—both of them looking their way. 

“Let’s play it off,” McClain told him and they kept walking. 

The German sentries had been alerted following the shooting and they 
knew the outer perimeter guard had been doubled earlier. Though they 
were not due for relief for several hours yet, neither of them thought it 
unusual as two additional sentries walked their way. 

“Was sonst noch?” one of the Germans asked as the two men from Tac 
One approached. 

“Nichts...?” Madden replied and as the man took a step forward, 
McClain swung his Thompson and connected with the man’s jaw. 
Madden lunged at the second sentry and pinned him against a covered 
vehicle. McClain moved swiftly and slipped an arm about the man’s 
neck as Madden held him, then brought a knee to his crotch. The man 
doubled and McClain gave a quick twist and snapped his neck. 

They checked the other sentry McClain had hit, and satisfied, they 
found the ties and slipped the canvas cover from one of three half-tracks 
parked side by side. Madden slid behind the wheel as McClain climbed 
into the rear and jacked the twin receivers of the light machine guns 


attached to a swivel-mount about the cab. 

“Just a minute!” McClain called and jumped from the back of the 
vehicle as Madden fired the engine. It started and as he tried to see what 
his partner was up to, he pulled forward and out of the line and sat with 
the engine idling as he waited for McClain to return. Then, he heard the 
tell-tale “thunk” as a spoon left a serenade and he slipped the clutch an 
inch and allowed the vehicle to roll further forward. 

McClain lifted the canvas on the second half-track, rolled another 
grenade in and dashed for the vehicle where Madden waited. He 
muscled over the tail gate and fell flat as the first grenade exploded. 

“Hit it!” he shouted, and Madden stomped the gas as the second went 
off. Behind them, a sheet of flame erupted from the parked tracks and 
spread to the other vehicles that sat under canvas of their own. Madden 
smiled and gunned the engine. As he changed gears, he steered for the 
netting that covered that far end of the cavern-hangar. 


Von Gebber had just stepped into the night as he heard the sound of the 
half-track’s engine start in the distance. He stood for a long moment and 
wondered what was happening; his aircraft was positioned and ready for 
him, and there was no earthly reason for anyone to be in one of the 
mobile-armored units—none, unless... then the first grenade exploded 
and he saw the flashes from where the vehicles were parked together. 
He cursed aloud and broke for his aircraft, then changed his mind and 
turned and ran for the command post. 


Leath and Harrison had watched three people enter the covered 
entrance to the command post, and when the sound of the engine 
starting came to them, Leath motioned and said, “Just a second now, 
partner...” 

Then the explosions came and the bright flashes lit the place as 
McClain and Madden sped away in the half-track. “Now!” Leath said 
and the two men ran for the entrance of the command post. 

Emerging from the inside, a startled Lieutenant saw the outer flap 
pulled back and two men rush in. 

Leath saw the officer and squeezed the trigger of his Thompson. The 
heavy slugs ripped through the man and knocked him backwards 
through the inner flap and into the single room. The men inside grabbed 
their weapons instinctively as Leath and Harrison burst in, firing their 


sub-machine guns in unison. Harrison cut down the radio operator and a 
sergeant standing nearby. Leath turned his blazing Thompson on the 
duty officer and two non-coms standing by the map table, and as 
quickly as it had come, it was over. Then, from the distance, the sound 
of the twin machine guns came to them and Leath knew that Madden 
and McClain had made it. He looked-about quickly, then turned his gun 
on the radio; it exploded in a shower of sparks and smoke. Harrison saw 
the telephone setting by itself on a low table and gestured. 

“What about that, Jim-Bob?” He considered it for a moment—he knew 
if 

Brooks-Hayden was going to find out who it was that was giving up 
the information, this telephone would be their only link to that person. 

“Leave it!” he said and unhooked a grenade from his belt then tossed 
aside the German helmet he was wearing. He pulled the pin and 
shouted, “Out!” and as Harrison pushed past the flap, Leath tossed the 
grenade to a far corner where crates of radio parts were stacked, 
marked: Zerbrechlich-Funk. He then turned to follow his partner out of 
the wrecked command post. 

When the explosions came from the two grenades McClain had 
planted on the half-tracks, Kelso came from his position in the rocks; he 
heard the commotion from the far end of the field and saw von Gebber 
turn and make a dash for the command post. As he worked his way 
down with the intention of stopping the German Luftwaffe officer, he 
saw that man pause, draw his pistol and look about as though undecided 
what to do. Kelso heard the shooting then, inside the command post and 
he smiled as he recognized the dull reports of the Thompsons, but as 
von Gebber came closer, that smile froze—and he cursed himself for not 
having kept the guard’s Mauser when he had hidden himself in the 
rocks. 

Von Gebber had his pistol in his hand when the reports from inside 
the CP came to him. He paused briefly and looked around—where were 
the troops? Then he saw the bare-headed man emerge from the covered 
entrance of the command post and hold aside the flap as though waiting 
for someone. Von Gebber cursed, raised his pistol and fired three quick 
shots and saw him stagger back into the CP. 

Leath caught Harrison as he fell. He ducked as another sharp report 
came from outside the post and he heard Harrison cough out, “Oh, 
shit... Jim....” and he went limp in his arms. Behind them the grenade 
exploded and the concussion knocked Leath flat, atop his wounded 
partner. 


TWENTY ONE 


Kelso jumped. 

Von Gebber had fired a fourth shot as he saw the man stagger back 
and into the arms of another at the CP entrance. Then, from the dark, a 
man was atop him. Knocked to the ground, he lost his Luger and he 
tried to twist free of the hands that closed around his throat. 

Kelso squeezed and heard the sound of exploding grenades and light 
machine gun fire from inside the covered hangar; he saw the German’s 
mouth open and he tightened his grip as the man beneath him struggled 
ineffectively beneath his weight. 

Von Gebber saw the shining black face only inches from his own and 
he realized who the man was, and realized too that the man was going 
to kill him. He managed to free his right arm and slammed his assailant 
in the nose with the heel of his hand, then he raised his left knee sharply 
and buried it in the man’s groin. 

Kelso felt the bottom drop out and he released his stranglehold on the 
German. He doubled and rolled to one side as he fought the strength- 
draining pain in his stomach. 

Von Gebber rolled the opposite way, found his Luger and scrambled 
onto his knees. He saw the man on the ground a few feet away and he 
pulled the trigger, firing wildly. Then, Von Gebber felt the heavy slugs 
hit him in the chest. He was knocked backwards and as he fell, he saw 
flashes from the entrance of the command post. He raised his pistol to 
fire again and a second burst sent him spinning. 

Leath stood as he saw the German fall finally and lay still. He glanced 
toward Kelso only a few yards away, then he turned his attention to 
Harrison. His eyes were open but he wasn’t breathing. Leath clenched 
his teeth, grabbed the fallen man’s Thompson and a pair of clips from 
his belt, then ran to Kelso as he struggled to rise. 

Kelso was on his knees as Leath reached him. He felt the Thompson 
thrust into his hands and as he stood shakily, he asked, “Who got it?” 

“Sonny...” Leath replied lowly and shoved the clips and a pair of 
grenades at him. “Come on—we’ve got work to do!” he said as the 
sound of small arms fire came from the cavern. 


Madden had gunned the engine and the heavy vehicle had torn through 
the light netting and canvas; before he could change direction, the 
armored front of the half-track had crashed into a row of sleek 
Messerschmitts. He cursed and ground the gears, searching for reverse 
as he heard McClain open up with the twin machine guns above the cab. 
Madden backed up a dozen feet, then cut to the left as he saw fire being 
directed at them from down the line of parked aircraft; he dropped the 
armor shield over the wind screen and gunned the engine. 

As they lurched forward again, McClain saw the group of soldiers 
firing, and several broke cover and rushed toward them. He squeezed 
the tandem triggers of the light machine guns and the weapons spit out 
rapid rounds of death as men toppled like rag dolls before him. 

Madden peered through the slit in the armor and steered night as he 
drove forward and gained speed. The front right armor plate wheel 
cover smashed into the row of parked fighter planes. As though on cue, 
McClain began lobbing grenades into the aircraft. 

The inside of the cavern-hangar was in a panic; Italians scattered and 
ran for cover as the awesome half-track tore through the camouflage 
netting at the far end; the mechanics working from spot to spot dropped 
their tools and rushed for their weapons as a Luftwaffe officer appeared 
and began screaming orders. A small group of soldiers came from their 
quarters and were followed by a group of twenty-odd pilots—then, 
when the first of the grenades exploded and they saw the havoc being 
done by the armored vehicle, those inside the hangar began returning 
the fire. Many of the pilots stood dumbfounded as the steel machine 
side-swiped their precious aircraft, leaving a trail of twisted, burning 
junk in its path. 

McClain swept the guns in a wide arc and scattered a group of soldiers 
ahead, then he felt a jolt and the half-track twisted right and plowed 
into a line of Stukas. He hit his mouth on the gun mount and was 
thrown from his feet as they ground to a halt; he heard Madden curse 
below, then the huge machine jumped backwards and McClain hauled 
himself to his feet with the taste of blood in his mouth. Ahead, the 
soldiers had begun a rush when the tracked vehicle had stalled, and 
McClain swung his weapons on them. Again, like so many rag dolls, the 
soldiers were cut down in the awful swath of fire from the small 
millimeter guns atop the half-track. Then, the guns fell silent as Madden 
raced the engine and slipped the clutch. McClain picked up his 
Thompson as he realized the ammo had been expended from the track’s 
guns and he leaned forward and fired his own weapon. 


Leath and Kelso burst into the action, their Thompsons blazing. The 
soldiers, attacked from the rear, broke in panic as their numbers were 
reduced by the new assault. The pilots who had stood their ground and 
fired side arms, turned now and broke for cover as the two madmen 
burst in from behind. 

Leath slapped a fresh clip in his weapon as he saw Kelso lob a grenade 
toward the retreating pilots. They both hit the ground as it exploded, 
then fired from a prone position as fire was directed towards them from 
a group of soldiers who had taken a defensive position behind an 
aircraft nearby. 

Madden saw his friends fall and at first thought they had been hit— 
then he saw their guns blazing and he twisted the wheel and drove 
toward the group behind the Stuka. The soldiers there saw the 
juggernaught coming, but could not escape as it roared into them and 
demolished the last remaining aircraft in line. 

McClain jumped to the ground and ran to where Leath and Kelso were 
picking themselves up. “That Messer still outside?” 

“Ready and waiting!” Leath told him as Madden swung the half-track 
out of the wreckage and drove toward them. 

“Keep ’em off my back!” McClain shouted and tossed his Thompson to 
Kelso. “See you in two days!” he added, then sprinted for the entrance. 

Leath and Kelso backed out, then watched as McClain reached the 
aircraft. Small arms fire came from the direction of the rocks, and both 
the men took cover and returned the fire as Madden drove between 
them and gave them added cover. He bounded from the cab and into the 
back, his own Thompson adding to the authority of the pair on the 
ground. 

As McClain ran a zig-zag course for the parked Messerschmitt, he tried 
to recall all that he had studied—the primer pump, the mag switch, the 
starter....He hit the wing on the run and bolted into the open cockpit as 
firing came from behind him. 

Leath and the others directed their attention to those who still gave 
resistance outside the cavern. Inside, a number of fires had started and 
with the half-track parked in the entrance, there was little chance of 
anyone hitting them from inside. In the back of that vehicle, Madden 
turned as a lull came, and he surveyed the damage they had wrought— 
there was not a single undamaged aircraft, and at the rate the flames 
were spreading, there would be nothing left to salvage. He turned his 
attention forward again as he heard Leath and Kelso return the fire of 
someone across the field. 


Climbing quickly into the cockpit, McClain squeezed himself in. He 
found the hand pump, hit the magneto switch, pulled the starter rod and 
held his breath. The starter ground and the broad-bladed prop turned 
slowly. There was a deep cough of exhaust and the engine caught. 
McClain was deafened by the roar; he adjusted the fuel mixture and 
fumbled for the brake release. Testing the rudder, he eased the throttle 
out and felt the aircraft move forward; he tried to close the canopy, but 
it was locked back and he concentrated on the controls, searching for 
the instrument lights. He found the switch and the interior of the 
cockpit was bathed in a soft green light. He read the manifold pressure, 
checked the oil temperature, then he felt several slugs tear through the 
fusilage of the aircraft. 

McClain cursed and opened the throttle to full power as he kicked the 
rudder and straightened the aircraft—he knew it would have to be a 
cold take-off if he expected to get off the ground at all. He peered over 
the cowling and tried to estimate his distance to the end of the short 
runway, then he felt the tail of the aircraft lift and hold. He pulled back 
on the stick slightly and felt the aircraft respond as he sped down the 
strip. Then, he felt the wings take air and the Messerschmitt lifted, 
airborne as it cleared the rocks at the end of the runway with only feet 
to spare. As the ground fell away behind him, McClain pulled back on 
the stick and gave the plane a hard right rudder. He was alone in the 
night, and as he banked, he saw below the dull orange of the flames 
from inside the hangar as they licked and burned at the wrecked 
airplanes there. 

As he completed his turn and flew parallel with the field below, he set 
his course east and adjusted the fuel mixture as he trimmed the ship for 
level flight. 

McClain read the compass, and satisfied, he turned his attention to the 
still-open canopy. Finally, he found the lock-release and pulled it 
forward to shut out the wind and some of the sound of the screaming 
engine. Heaving a sigh of relief, he felt the old exhileration of flight as 
he adjusted the height of the bucket he was sitting in—it was then that 
he noticed a burning in his side and as he touched himself there, he 
encountered a wetness along with a dull pain. 

“Well, swell!” he exclaimed as he realized he had taken a slug 
somewhere between the half-track and his take-off, and he tried to recall 
when—but he could not. A sudden nausea overtook him and he 
swallowed it back as he told himself it was only a flesh wound, and 
nothing serious. He fished a bandana from his hip pocket and stuffed it 


inside his shirt, and as he did, he found he was bleeding from two holes, 
only inches apart in his right side—the slug had gone completely 
through and it was just then he noticed the puncture in the instrument 
panel just below the altimeter. 

Checking all the instruments, he determined the slug had missed vital 
spots on both him and the aircraft and he settled back, knowing that 
within a matter of minutes, he would be over his own lines. McClain 
thought about the swastika on the stubby tail of the Messerschmitt—he 
switched on the radio and was about to attempt contacting the British 
lines, but he stopped, the mike in his hand...if he reported himself flying 
a captured ME-109 and gave his location and heading, it might be 
picked up by the Germans... and with his friends still on the ground 
fighting for their lives, it might prove costly if someone put two and two 
together and came up with the location the Messerschmitt had been 
taken from! He sighed and replaced the microphone—he would just 
have to fly the damn thing in and hope to hell they didn’t shoot him 
down. 


TWENTY TWO 


Leath and Kelso returned the fire that still came sporadically from 
across the field as McClain hit the end of the runway and the aircraft 
lifted. Behind them, Madden returned to the cab of the half-track, 
gunned the engine and shouted. 

“Let’s get the hell outta here!” 

Leath waved Kelso to the vehicle and covered for him, then he ran as 
bullets kicked up the dirt at his feet. He realized as he reached the 
vehicle and pulled himself over the side that both he and Kelso had been 
silhouetted by the light from the fires inside the hangar. As he dropped 
to the steel floor, Kelso banged the back of the cab. 

“He’s in!” Madden heard Kelso shout, and slipped the clutch. The 
heavy machine rolled forward and he cut the wheel to the left as they 
rumbled down the field, using the same path McClain had taken. Kelso 
reloaded the twin guns on their swivel and as Leath crouched by the 
rear tailgate, new fire was directed toward them from the upper reaches 
of the trail on their left. Madden heard the slugs hitting the armor and 
he swung left, giving those in the rear more cover. 

Leath slammed a fresh clip in his own weapon and turned it upwards, 
firing into the darkness as he recalled the sentries left there from the 
outer patrol. Flash after flash came from the crest of the ridge until 
Madden had driven them out of range and to the far end of the airstrip. 

Then, the men in the back felt the vehicle lurch to a halt. Madden 
kicked open the door and shouted, “Jim-Bob! Take this thing... I got 
something to do!” and he was on the ground, running toward the 
smoking hulks of the vehicles put out of commission earlier by McClain. 

Leath vaulted over the side and slid behind the wheel while behind 
them the firing had ceased as men ran from the blazing interior of the 
cavern. He slipped the vehicle into gear and allowed it to roll forward a 
bit, wondering what the hell Madden was up to. 

Madden circled the smoking trucks and saw what he thought he had 
seen before—the low structure set by itself, fifty yards beyond the point 
where the trucks were parked. As he reached it, he grinned widely. 
Lifting the edge of the camouflage tarp, he felt beneath and found the 
coolness of the petrol cans. Removing the last grenade from his belt, he 
trotted back a few yards, then pulled the pin; he lobbed it towards the 


stacked fuel cans and broke for the half-track on a dead run. 

The grenade exploded and was followed by a longer, more intense 
explosion as the tins of fuel were ignited and blew. Madden was 
knocked headlong to the ground and he rolled. As he tried to rise, he 
felt strong hands grab his shoulders and pull him to his feet. He was 
propelled toward the rear of the half-track as Kelso shouted, “Hit it, 
Jim!” 

Leath gunned the engine as the last of the fuel dump went up, lighting 
the sky for miles around. He steered due west and toward the outer 
limits of the Devil’s Playground—then, a new sound came to them and 
the earth tremored beneath the half-track. The fire from the fuel dump 
had reached the stored bombs intended for the wings of the Stukas and 
they exploded, adding to the din in the distance. 

Kelso and Madden sat in the rear of the speeding track as the earth 
erupted and sent sheets of flame into the night sky behind them. It was 
then that Madden realized they were a man short. 

He looked about in confusion, then asked, “Where the hell’s Sonny?” 

Kelso looked toward the flames and gestured with his head. “Back 
there...” 

“Aw...come on, George,” Madden said shaking his head, “not the 
kid...” 

Kelso turned toward his friend and nodded. “He got it as he and Jim 
came out of the CP.” 

“Shit!” Madden exclaimed angrily and clenched his fists. “And just 
where the hell were you?” he shot back at Kelso. 

Kelso dropped his eyes and replied, “I was late, man... just late...” 

Madden felt the anger drain from him as he read the hurt in the other 
man’s tone. “I... I didn’t mean it that way, George,” he tried to explain. 
“We thought they had you, that’s all...” 

Kelso looked up. “They did, Paul—but I didn’t like the game so I 
changed it—that’s what started all the shit—I didn’t know you guys 
were around until all the shooting started... but I sure was glad to hear 
it. I was stuck off in some rocks near the CP wonderin’ how the hell I 
was gonna get out and back to you all.” 

“T know you were,” Madden said, then told him about the message 
they had intercepted that prompted the premature attack on the base. 

When the red-haired man had finished, Kelso looked at him and said, 
“Know what? This has got to be the dumbest goddamn war I ever fought 
in—five of us jumpin’ off in the big middle of—how many you suppose 
was there?” 


“Beats the hell out of me, partner,” Madden replied as they drove over 
a rise and the flames behind them became less evident. “But it’s a cinch 
there’s a lot less now than there was an hour ago!” 

In the cab, Leath directed the half-track toward the wastes of the 
desert that lay to the west. The prearranged pickup point was some 
miles to the north, but he knew they could not hope to drive that 
distance in the captured vehicle. Beyond the problem of fuel, the deep 
tracks would leave a trail—and that was the last thing he intended to 
leave for whoever might give chase. Those at the secret base would be 
demobilized for a time, but he had no idea how many mobile units there 
might be in the vicinity that were still operative. Destroying the four 
Italian vehicles the day before had been a windfall, but if he expected to 
pull himself and his comrades out of the rugged land known as the 
Devil’s Playground, he could not rely on anymore luck—their’s had been 
pushed to the limit and beyond. And he thought about that man... from 
the wastes of West Texas to the wastes of Western Egypt—a helluva trip, 
he thought, and a helluva place to die! 

Several miles from their point of departure, Leath pulled up and 
stopped. Leaving the engine idling, he climbed wearily from the cab and 
looked back; the sky still glowed a dull orange and he estimated they 
had put at least a dozen miles between them and the base. 

Kelso leaned over the side and asked, “What’s the matter—we lost?” 

Leath looked up and smiled at his friend. “I was gonna ask you that 
about an hour ago, Pal.” He opened the side-box on the tracked vehicle 
and pulled out a first aid kit. “Check this buggy over and see what she’s 
got—we’re going on foot from here.” 

“Oh, shit!” Madden explained. “I knew it! Here I am all busted up and 
he wants to walk!” 

“T didn’t tell you to land on your head, sucker Leath replied jokingly. 
“See if you can find some water on this thing.” 

“Found it already,” Madden said and held up a canvas lister bag with 
a cord attached. “What about all our gear back there?” 

“We'll pick it up the next time we’re in the neighborhood,” he 
answered and opened a second box; there he found a package of flares 
and dry, desert rations. 

Piling everything together, Leath surveyed the lot. “We’ve got just 
about enough water for one day,” he told the other two, then asked, 
“You any good at finding water, George?” 

“T had a great-grandmother that did some things with chickens, snakes 
and the blood of a virgin,” he grinned. “But a water-witch, I ain’t.” 


They all laughed, then Leath unfolded a section of map and spread it 
on the ground. Madden held the pocket flash as Leath pinpointed their 
location. “Okay, unless ’m completely turned around we’ve got about a 
ten hour hard walk ahead of us to the pickup point—and we’re still in 
Fritz’s back yard. How much ammo we got between us?” 

“We're hurtin’...” Madden replied, “unless you can figure out how to 
use them little tiny German bullets in these choppers!” 

Counting their rounds, hand guns included, they had less than three 
full clips between four weapons, plus a clip a piece for their two colts. 
Kelso displayed the Luger he had taken from von Gebber and remarked, 
“T’ve got four rounds left in this peashooter.” 

“And that’s it, “Leath said. “Okay, unless we run into another full- 
scale war, we should be all right.” He pointed to the map. “This is the El 
Biba oasis... according to the legend on the map, there’s water there and 
it’s right on our path, about six hours walk.” 

“What about Big Bertha here?” Madden questioned and gestured 
toward the still idling half-track. 

“T’m gonna turn her loose. She won’t get far in this terrain, but if it 
goes a mile or two, it may give us the edge we need if someone gets 
around to following us—it’s rocky here and we won’t leave any tracks. 
Get all our shit together and move it to those rocks.” He pointed. “And 
don’t leave anything laying around.” 

While Madden and Kelso transferred their meagre supplies to a high 
point a few yards beyond, Leath took the spare Thompson and placed 
two rounds in the clip, then jacked one into the chamber. He walked to 
the cab of the half-track and wedged the weapon into the seat, pointed 
toward the driver’s door. He looped a short length of cord from the 
inside door frame and passed it through the trigger guard of the sub- 
machine gun, then freed the safety. As he pulled the hand throttle out 
an inch, Kelso joined him and peered into the cab. 

“Leavin’ a surprise for someone?” 

Leath nodded, reached across and pressed the clutch by hand and 
dropped the gear-shift into second. “Stand clear,” he said as he eased 
out on the clutch pedal. The machine lurched forward and Leath stood 
down from the passenger’s side and closed the door. 

“You’re a diabolical bastard,” Kelso said as the machine ground off 
into the night. 

“Yeah... you might say that...” Leath replied. 

Kelso chuckled. “I just did, Jim-Bob, I just did.” 

Joining Madden on the rise, they split up the supplies and shouldered 


their weapons. Leath pointed north. 

“Well, you guys ready for a hike?” 

“Td rather ride,” Madden grumbled. 

“Tll bet you would,” Leath replied and checked his hand compass, 
then looked upward. “Let’s follow that star,” he said and the others 
followed his gaze to the bright star that hung near the far horizon. 


TWENTY THREE 


McClain sweated freely in the cockpit of the Messerschmitt; he kept his 
attention on the compass and glanced occasionally at his wristwatch in 
the light from the instrument panel. His airspeed was a constant 250 
miles per hour and he knew that he was due to cross into Allied territory 
any moment—if he had not done so already. He felt a certain drag in the 
ship, which was not constant with his knowledge of the aircraft, fighters 
in particular. Checking his trim, he noticed it more pronounced as he 
tried to balance the craft in-flight. Then he noticed the small red light 
burning dimly in the lower left section of the panel. Leaning forward, he 
read the single word beneath the light where a switch stood out 
prominently shielded to make it impossible to hit and engage it 
accidentally. 

“Fahrgestell,” he said, and laughed. He had forgotten to retract the 
landing gear when he had taken off, and he pictured the wheels still 
jutting down from the wings, their bulk causing the drag on the aircraft. 
He studied the panel for a moment, glanced at his watch again and 
decided to leave them down—he’d play hell if he retracted, then 
couldn’t find the right combination to lower them again for a landing! 

Chuckling to himself, he thought briefly again about breaking radio 
silence, but decided against it. Once more, the thought struck him—just 
how the hell was he going to fly into Cairo and expect to put down the 
hot aircraft with its swastikas, without getting his ass shot full of holes? 

Dipping the stick to the right, he applied a slight pressure to the 
rudder and changed his heading several degrees. To hell with Cairo, he 
thought, he’d go in to the south, near Memphis... if he could find the 
goddamned place! And he tried to recall his conversations with both 
Brooks-Hayden and Hubbard concerning the direction the Stukas had 
flown in from when General Gott had been killed—they had mentioned 
the new air facility at Memphis, and he tried desperately to recall the 
distance involved. 

Several moments after he had changed his course, McClain glanced to 
his left and caught sight of two aircraft passing in the opposite direction 
at a slightly higher altitude. He recognized the silhouette of the twin- 
engine Lockheed night fighters he had seen on the strip at El Qahirah 
when they had been preparing for their flight into enemy territory. 


Quickly, McClain switched on the radio and ran a scan of the 
frequencies, then he locked in high on the band and heard, “... got ’em, 
Fibber One... what was it?” 

“Couldn’t say, Lad,” came the reply. “Let’s take it back and find out!” 

McClain sighed in relief as he recognized the English voices and knew 
he was almost home. 

“Aye, Fibber One—there, below....’ came the first voice again, 
followed by static, then the alert: “It’s a Jerry! Fifteen hundred—course, 
one-one-four... air speed two-hundred-twenty knots...” 

“Affirmative, Fibber Two—I see ’em... let’s take “em out, Lad!” 

McClain blinked as he heard the second commander give the order for 
attack. He didn’t know what the night fighter’s top speed was, but he 
was sure he couldn’t outrun them—and trying to elude a pair of 
seasoned pilots while flying an unfamiliar aircraft seemed slightly 
ridiculous to him. He snatched up the microphone and hit the button. 

“Hold off, Fibber One and Two—this is your Bogey—I’m a friendly, 
damnit!” 

He waited a moment for a reply, then his left wing dipped as it was 
hit by several slugs from one of the fighters as it made a swift pass. 

“Back-off, goddamnit!” McClain shouted into the mike. “I’m an 
American!” 

“Jolly good,” came the reply. “I suppose your aircraft is a Tomahawk 
in disguise, what?” 

And before McClain could answer, another burst came from behind 
and above, and as the slugs from the night fighter’s guns tore through 
the fusilage and ventilated the canopy, McClain cursed loudly, reached 
for the shielded switch and retracted his landing gear. As he felt the 
wheels sucked into their wells, he opened the throttle and pulled back 
hard on the stick. He looped the aircraft and watched the air speed 
indicator climb toward its peg, then he heard the open radio “Jove! 
Where’d the blighter go, Fib Two?” 

“Fibber One—this is Bogey One,” McClain called. “I’m right on your 
ass!” and he leveled as he hung in behind the twin rudders of the 
aircraft ahead of him. “Just listen to me a minute or you’re gonna force 
me to do something I really don’t want to do!” 

The pilot of Fibber One saw the Messerschmitt hot on his tail and he 
executed a roll-out to his left. It was a slow, awkward maneuver; 
McClain followed him through and came down on top of him. 

“Will you listen, damnit?” he barked into the mike. Then he saw the 
other fighter coming up fast to his left. The tracers split the night and 


missed as the aircraft overflew both McClain and Fibber One. Ahead, the 
aircraft was pulling away from him and McClain cursed as he flipped 
back the cover on the stick and armed the machine guns in the cowling. 
He pulled back on the stick and the nose of the aircraft lifted a bit as he 
pressed the trigger and sent his own trail of tracers into the night over 
the head of the pilot in front of him. 

“Fibber One, this is Bogey again—tell your partner to back off or I'll 
split your tail feathers—this thing’s got a goddamned cannon in its nose, 
and if I figure out how to fire it, you’re both in trouble!” 

“Clear... Fibber One to Fibber Two—back off, Charley. I do believe 
the Chap means it... fired high, he did!” 

“Fibber Two, here—the bloke can’t shoot, that’s all!” 

Hearing this, McClain rolled the aircraft to the right and came up 
beneath the second ship that had returned and fallen into a parallel 
course with them. He pressed the trigger again and bits of fabric 
exploded from the Britisher’s right wing. “Fibber Two—who can’t shoot? 
You got stitches in your right wing—six feet in and you’d have no 
wing!” And he rolled the aircraft again and fell in behind the other 
aircraft once more. 

“Bogey One—This is Fibber One—just who the bloody hell are you?” 

McClain sighed heavily into the mike and pressed the button. “Christ! 
I was hoping you’d get around to that before we shot each other full of 
holes! ’m an American—and if you'll escort me into Cairo or Memphis, 
I'll fuckin’ well prove it!” He paused, then added, “My name’s McClain... 
Charles McClain!” 

“Bogey One...ah, McClain. This is Commander Sprite, RAF....” 

“No shit!” 

“See here—how do you come to be in....” 

“Hold it!” McClain cut him off. “Let’s keep it classified—just get me to 
an Allied base, but no chatter in the air, okay?” 

“Fibber Two, Sprite here—fall back for escort.” 

“T say,” came the reply. “You goin’ for his gas?” 

“T am—unless you'd like to contest that twenty millimeter he claims 
he doesn’t know how to fire!” 

There was a short silence, then Fibber Two came back on: “All right, 
Bogey—you win—into a ninety and north... at your pleasure, Sir.” 

McClain complied and smiled as he throttled back; the aircraft in front 
of him dropped back while the other fell in beside him. 

“Heading, zero-zero-three, Bogey. I’ll raise the ATC at El Qahirah— 
ETA twelve minutes, set your speed two-five-oh, knots...” 


McClain glanced at his air-speed indicator, then opened the throttle a 
bit. “Affirmative, Fibber... and thanks.” He paused, then asked, “Can 
you get down without broadcasting what I’m flying?” 

“Any particular reason, Old Man?” Fibber One asked. 

“You bet your ass there’s a reason—this thing’s hotter than a two- 
dollar pistol and I don’t want Fritz to know it’s missing just yet.” 

“J... I think I read you, Bogey—can do,” came the reply. 

McClain sighed again and wondered how the British pilot was going 
to handle it—but he didn’t have long to wait before he found out. 

“El Qahirah—this is Fibber One—Coda One—Coda Four—Coda Six, 
approaching zero, zero, three... we have an orphan...” 

McClain heard the radio crack, then the reply, “Coda One, four, six, 
affirmative. Closed channel five—El Qahirah switching.” And all 
transmission was cut. He scanned the close frequencies, but found 
nothing, then returned to the frequency he had locked on between the 
other aircraft. 

“Okay, Bogey-Charlie... ETA six minutes. Use runway seven, zero, 
north-south. You have priority, Lad, and a reception...” 

“That’s what I need, Fibber, a reception—and a doctor,” he added. 
“Suppose you can arrange for one?” 

“T say—are you injured?” 

“Slightly.” 

“Why didn’t you say so?” Fibber called back. 

“You never gave me the fuckin’ chance!” McClain replied, “but don’t 
sweat it—you guys didn’t do it—some fool with a rifle did...” 

“Hear that, Fibber Two? The bloke’s wounded—lucky for you, what?” 

“Yeah!” McClain cut in and chuckled, “I’m hell when I’m well!” 

“Ahead, Charlie-Bogey... bear right, zero, zero, four, they’ll be 
lighting it up for you any moment.” 

McClain adjusted his course according to the man’s directions and 
smiled as he saw a sprinkling of lights ahead, then a twenty point light 
flashed and the orange runway markers were ignited like fireflies in the 
darkness. 

“Ts that it?” he questioned. 

“Affirmative, Charlie-Bogey...you’re on your own... nice meeting 
you.” 

McClain held his breath and flipped the switch for the landing gear. 
The red light popped on and he felt the added drag as the wheels were 
lowered and locked into position. He looked ahead and nosed down as 
he turned into the final leg of his approach. Ahead was the airfield at El 


Qahirah where he and the others had taken off—what seemed an 
eternity before—and he thought about his friends, still in the heart of 
the Qattara Depression—the Devil’s Playground... then he concentrated 
on bringing the sleek fighter to earth in one piece. 


TWENTY FOUR 


When the Air Traffic Controller at El Qahirah had been contacted by 
the night patrol who requested a closed “Coda” channel, he immediately 
alerted the security section and patched them in; the conversation was 
brief. 

“This is Fibber One. Wing Commander, John Sprite. I have an orphan 
requesting permission to land at El Qahirah... cannot divulge more— 
suggest you alert Intelligence... ETA, eight minutes.” 

“Can you give us more, Fibber One?’ Security asked. 

“Negative, Sir—only that it’s a hot one for sure!” 

“Can you qualify, Fibber One?” the controller asked. 

“Affirmative—but you might alert the AA batteries at El Qahirah.” 

“That’s been done,” Security replied. “All right, Controller—this is 
Colonel Melville—set the orphan down—I’ll take it from here. Security, 
out.” 

McClain had picked up the tower frequency as he turned into his final 
leg and received permission—officially—to set down. As he dropped his 
flaps and throttled back, he heard someone in the tower come in clear 
over his open radio. 

“Blimey! Will you look at that!” 

As the end of the runway appeared before him, he lifted the nose of 
the aircraft slightly and felt it settle to the earth. The wheels touched 
once, skipped, then held as the sleek fighter responded to his touch. He 
cut power and as the marker lights flashed by, he applied the brakes 
gently. The Messerschmitt ate up the runway beneath it, and now that 
he had it down, McClain felt reluctant about bringing the bird to rest. It 
was a fighter pilot’s dream and he knew from his brief encounter with 
the night fighters, it would out-perform anything the Allies had in 
production. 

“Orphan...” the radio cracked. “This is Ground Control—taxi right— 
exit blue...repeat, exit blue, Chappie.” 

“Affirmative,” McClain replied and caught sight of a blinking blue 
light ahead. He taxied from the runway onto a narrow side apron. The 
tower called again. 

“Cut power—remain in your aircraft, nice landing, Orphan,” the voice 
said, then the radio fell dead. 


McClain brought the aircraft to a standstill, then cut the ignition. An 
eerie sensation passed through his being as the silence engulfed him; he 
took a deep breath and fumbled for the canopy locks. As he pulled the 
canopy open, McClain winced and felt his side—it was sopped with 
blood and he cursed softly as he stood up in the cockpit. He felt his shirt 
pocket and touched the folded map and message there, and was about to 
step out on the wing when something told him to stop. 

Just then, a dozen arc lights popped on, blinding him from all sides 
and a voice from a bull horn commanded, “Alright—whoever you are, 
come out of that aircraft!” 

Christ! McClain thought, couldn’t they see that was what he was 
about to do? 

Colonel James Melville, the El Qahirah security officer, stood beside 
his staff car, bull-horn in hand and he blinked as the large man 
extracted himself from the cockpit of the Messerschmitt. 

The gathering totalled no less than fifty well-armed men, and as 
McClain climbed onto the wing, a murmur went through them as they 
took note of his blood stained battle dress. 

Melville gave a terse order and a squad of men rushed toward the 
aircraft, brandishing weapons. A lieutenant in charge of the detail 
approached suspiciously and as McClain dropped to the ground, he 
noticed that the man wore a sidearm. 

“Stop there!” the lieutenant commanded. “Hands above your heaad— 
lay down your weapon!” 

McClain grimaced. “Just how the hell do you expect me to drop my 
weapon with my hands on my head, Sonny Boy?” 

The officer colored and McClain ignored both orders as he walked 
toward him on unsteady legs. 

“Just take me to the man who’s runnin’ this fuckin’ circus, will you? 
And get me a medic—I’m bleedin’ to death!” 

McClain pushed by the man and his knees sagged. Without waiting for 
an order, an elderly sergeant stepped in and slipped an arm around 
McClain’s waist and said, “’ere now, Lad... jus’ lean on me a bit.” 

McClain smiled weakly and nodded thanks. Followed by the rest of 
the squad, they left the young lieutenant standing with his mouth open 
as they, walked toward a waiting ambulance. 

Melville watched the actions of the others, then smiled as he handed 
the bull-horn to his driver and walked to the rear of the ambulance. As 
the medics laid the stranger on a roll-out and lifted him into the back of 
the vehicle, Melville placed a hand on his shoulder and said, “I’d like a 


word with you if you’re up to it, old man.” 

McClain nodded and swallowed drily. “Brooks-Hayden, MI Five...tell 
him to wake up Bob Hubbard... tell him Bear’s come home.” He 
swallowed again and added, “Tell him it’s urgent, Colonel—damned 
urgent!” 

Melville climbed into the back of the ambulance, then turned to his 
aide. “Sir Brocks-Hayden... inform him.” He glanced at McClain. 
“Inform him to tell someone named Hubbard that the Bear is home— 
we'll be at hospital Four—and get that aircraft under cover before they 
know about it in Berlin!” 


Brooks-Hayden rolled to one side and lifted the receiver on the second 
ring. He listened carefully, plucked a cigarette from the box on the night 
stand, then reached for his lighter. As he dragged deeply, he nodded and 
replied, “I’ll handle it personally—be there in thirty minutes.” 

He pressed the disconnect, waited for a second, then dialed a five 
digit number. When the connection was made, he spoke softly. “Have 
my car pick up Colonel Hubbard—then drop by here, I’ll be waiting.” 

Dropping ashes on the sheet, he swung his legs over the side of the 
bed and dialed a third number. As the phone rang, the form beside him 
on the bed stirred and a tousled blonde head came from beneath the 
sheet. 

“What is it, Willie?” the woman asked sleepily. 

“Business...” he replied and heard the receiver lifted at the other end. 
“Bill here... put on your boots—my car will be by for you in five 
minutes.” 

Hubbard’s voice came to him thick with sleep. “What the hell’s up?” 

“Bear’s home—see you in ten,” and he rang off. 

Brooks-Hayden took a last drag from his cigarette and crushed it out, 
then he turned and looked at the woman; the sheet was thrown back 
and one full breast was exposed. He leaned back on one elbow and 
cupped the warmth of her flesh, then lowered his head and kissed the 
nipple gently. 

The woman groaned softly and pressed her hand against the back of 
his head as his tongue brought a warm thrill to her body. “Turn off the 
light...” she whispered huskily. 

He nipped her gently with his teeth and sat up. “Not now, love... but 
don’t go ’way,” he said as he stood. 

“Oh, Willie, you are a tease!” she protested and pulled the sheet up to 


cover her body. 

He laughed to himself and crossed the room to turn on the electric fire 
beneath the kettle. By the time he had dressed, the water had boiled and 
he made a quick cup of tea, then slipped into his shoulder holster and 
donned a light tunic. 

Carrying the cup with him, he switched off the light, and as he 
stepped from the room he smiled as he noticed the woman had dropped 
off to sleep again. He took the stairs two at a time. As he reached the 
landing, the single blast of a horn came to him. He slowed his pace as he 
reached the lobby and pushed through the double doors. 

Hubbard opened the rear door and looked at him questioningly as he 
climbed in and told his driver, “Field Hospital Four, El Qahirah...and do 
it, Gregory!” 

The car lurched from the drive and Brooks-Hayden cursed as he 
sloshed hot tea onto his leg. “Damn!” he said and fished for a smoke. 

“Well?” Hubbard asked as he supplied a light for the intelligence man. 

“McClain just landed a spanking new Messerschmitt at El Qahirah... 
don’t have all the details yet—he’s wounded, but not seriously from 
what I could gather. Chap called Cromwell called and woke me— 
Melville’s aide—El Qahirah Security. Plane’s under wraps, but I daresay 
every agent in Cairo knows about it by now. Damned difficult to keep 
something like this quiet.” 

Hubbard nodded. “Then they found the base...” 

“Evidently—I’m sure he didn’t pick up the Messer at a greengrocer,” 
he replied lightly, sipping his tea. 

“Any word about the others?” 

“None—that’s the lot of it. We’ll know soon enough, though,” he 
remarked as they were waved over the Kasr el Nil Bridge and swung 
onto the broad avenue that paralleled the river and led to Cairo proper. 

“One thing I might add—McClain told Melville it was urgent—and 
hush-hush.” 

Hubbard thought about the Team and he knew that whatever 
information Bear had returned with—it would be urgent, to put it mildly. 
He knew his men, and to split up the Team could mean only one of two 
things—that McClain alone had managed to escape—or the others had 
worked a team effort to allow him to escape. For whatever reason, it 
was one hell of a lot bigger than the location of a single Luftwaffe base! 


TWENTY FIVE 


Colonel Melville was waiting outside surgery when Brooks-Hayden and 
Hubbard arrived. 

“Nothing serious,” the security man reported. “Flesh wound, actually, 
but he has lost a bit of blood.” He smiled as a look of relief passed over 
Hubbard’s face. “Your man?” he inquired. 

Hubbard nodded and glanced at Brooks-Hayden who answered for 
him. “It’s what you might call a ‘joint effort’, Colonel—top secret, of 
course.” 

“Of course,” he replied, then pinched the bridge of his nose. “Ah... 
you might have a word with him, though...that is....” Melville 
stammered, then gestured, “Oh, what the bloody hell! Your chap— 
whoever he is—has a disdainful regard for rank, you know.” 

Hubbard chuckled. “Actually, or technically, McClain is a civilian, 
Colonel—does that explain it?” 

Melville’s eyes widened slightly and he recalled the sight of the man 
called ‘Bear’ pushing by his Lieutenant and refusing to relinquish his 
side arm. “Well, yes...I suppose it does. Not quite proper though...I 
mean....” 

“T understand what you mean, Colonel,” Brooks-Hayden put in, “but 
this is hardly a proper war we’re into, is it?” 

The man raised his arms and let them fall. “Jolly well right on that 
point, Sir.” 

Brooks-Hayden smiled. “How soon can we see him?” 

“Oh—beg pardon! Now of course. He’s getting a bit of patching, but 
he’s fully conscious.” 

“Fine,” the intelligence man replied. “Now—the matter of the 
aircraft....” He paused as though considering alternatives, then said 
evenly, “I want everyone who has had anything at all to do with this 
incident—either McClain or the aircraft—assembled at 0800 for 
debriefing—and I do mean everyone, Colonel... the pilots who escorted 
him in, tower personnel, ground crews, your men, the people here— 
everyone.” 

“I say, that is a bit of an order, Sir!” 

“Yes it is,” he returned quietly and gestured toward the surgery. 
“Shall we, Bob?” Then he turned and glanced at the perplexed security 


man. “See you at eight—we’ll hold the debriefing at El Qahirah 
Operations.” 

Melville nodded dumbly and thought about the dozens of persons he 
would have to round up in the next few hours. He looked at his 
wristwatch, sighed and turned on his heel as Brooks-Hayden and 
Hubbard pushed through the doors to the surgery. 

McClain sat shirtless on the side of the table as a male nurse finished 
applying a bandage to his right side. His face split in a wide grin as he 
saw Hubbard and the British intelligence officer. 

“You didn’t waste any time, Hubs,” he said and nodded to Brooks- 
Hayden. 

“Same might be said for you.” 

McClain glanced at the doctor and his two assistants. “Yeah, well— 
we'll talk about it.” 

Brooks-Hayden nodded and turned to the doctor. “Consider yourself 
under technical arrest, sir... go on with your duties here, but I’ll expect 
to see you, your nurses and the ambulance crew who brought this man 
in at 0800 sharp for debriefing.” 

The doctor looked at him incredulously, then protested, “But... but, I 
have an operation scheduled for seven... Sir!” 

Brooks-Hayden sighed tiredly. “I suggest you reschedule it, Doctor...is 
there an office we can use?” 

Frustrated but cooperative, the man nodded. “Mine. Down the hall— 
fourth door, left... eight a.m.,” he said. 

“Thank you, Doctor.” 

Together, the three men left the small emergency surgery and walked 
down the hall to the office. Brooks-Hayden opened the door and stood 
aside as the other two men entered. He closed and locked the door and 
turned as McClain lowered himself into a deep leather chair. 

Hubbard sat across from him and Brooks-Hayden pulled a swivel chair 
from behind the desk. As he sat, he offered McClain a smoke. The man 
took one, accepted a light from Hubbard, then sat back, his bloodied 
shirt laying across his knees. 

“What would you say the odds were against a telephone hookup 
between Cairo and the Devil’s Playground, B.H.?” McClain asked calmly 
and dragged on the cigarette. 

Brooks-Hayden looked at the man for a long moment, then said, 
“Yow’re serious, aren’t you?” 

“Serious as a tornado.” 

Brooks-Hayden shrugged, dragged on his own smoke, then replied, 


“Damn slim, ’d say—not impossible, but highly improbable—knowing 
the terrain as I do.” 

McClain blew smoke toward the ceiling; the light from the shaded 
desk lamp behind Brooks-Hayden kept the corners of the room in 
shadow and McClain felt a slight stir of excitement as he prepared 
himself to pass over the information he and his friends had risked their 
lives to obtain and to bring back. 

“Well, I hate to be the one to tell you—but that’s how the info is being 
passed.” 

“By telephone?” the intelligence man asked in a tone of amazement. 

McClain nodded, stuck the cigarette in the corner of his mouth and 
removed the portion of the map Leath had transcribed the message on. 
He handed it, still folded, to Brooks-Hayden and said, “Leath intercepted 
this just before midnight....” 

Brooks-Hayden glanced at Hubbard, then unfolded the sweat-stained 
map. He read the words and even in the dim light it was obvious that he 
paled. “Good Lord!” he said just above a whisper. “I... I find this 
unbelievable!” 

“Believe it or not, you’d better confirm its authenticity,” McClain told 
him. 

Brooks-Hayden read the message again, shook his head and passed it 
to Hubbard. The American colonel read it slowly and his jaw tightened. 
“Je-sus Christ!” he exclaimed. The message read: 


CONVOY PASSED GULF OF ADEN INTO RED SEA 2200 HOURS. 
300 SHERMAN M4 TANKS, 100 105mm SELFPROPELLED GUNS. 
ETA GULF OF SUEZ, 72 HOURS +. CONVOY ON COURSE 
MESEWASUDAN 12 N-NE, YOUR KURS VIERZEHN NORD, NULL- 
NULL-ACHT. CENTER SHIPS DECOY. MATERIAL CONFIRMED 
SHIPS FOREFRONT OF CONVOY. WILL HAVE DAYLIGHT 
AIRCOVER THROUGH TO SUEZ. SUGGEST STRIKE 
COORDINATED TROPIC OF CANCER, DUSK, DAY AFTER 
TOMORROW. 


The remainder dealt with the conversation of the mysterious 
‘Whitehall’ and the duty officer at Qattara Einzig. 

Hubbard looked up and questioned, “Just how classified is this, Bill?” 

Brooks-Hayden shook his head; he had broken a light sweat and he 
wiped his forehead. “God only knows... I daresay, there aren’t ten 
people in Cairo who have that explicit information...” 


“And one of them’s got a hot-line to the other side,” McClain said 
slowly. 

Spreading the map, McClain showed them where they had first picked 
up the buried line and explained how Leath had managed to intercept 
the message. 

“And here’s where you found the base?” Brooks-Hayden asked. 

McClain nodded. “Close as I can figure—we didn’t have time to count 
our steps after we’d gotten this. The base is out of business—we hit it 
within an hour after the message had come through. Whether or not it 
was relayed after we got wind of it is hard to say—I don’t have any idea 
as to what facilities they had on hand there before we hit—I only got a 
look at their hangar—but it was damned complete.” 

“And we can only assume the other facilities were damned complete, 
also,” Brooks-Hayden said heavily. “Tell us everything you can about 
that base.” 

For the next thirty minutes, McClain related each and every incident 
that had transpired from the moment they made the night-drop into the, 
Devil’s Playground, to the final confrontation and the fire-fight at the 
base proper. When he had concluded, he added, “That’s about it—like I 
said, they’re out of business, but from what I’ve seen, it sure as shit 
won't take them long to open the store again—if that message got 
through to the higher-ups.” 

“You could call an air strike...” Hubbard suggested. 

Brooks-Hayden shook his head. “That would be premature, I’m afraid 
—and it would tip our hand to whoever it is in Cairo who’s passing the 
information.” He paused and rubbed his jaw. “Leath’s message states 
that the contact said he would confirm this at the same time tomorrow 
—which happens to be today...” He shook his head again. “But to locate 
that line in time... slim, very slim...” 

McClain smiled. “About as slim as me flying that hot Messer home, 
wouldn’t you say?” 

Brooks-Hayden thought about the hundred mile front they were 
talking about, then he exclaimed, “Damn! We might just do it at that!” 
He looked at Hubbard, “Yet there’s so little time.” 

“And we’re wasting it,” Hubbard replied. “I’ll hold that debriefing for 
you—you roll out your men and let’s give it a try.” 

He nodded with a new enthusiasm and looked at McClain. “You know 
what this shipment of weapons—artillery—means, don’t you?” 

McClain smiled, “It means you’re plannin’ something other than a 
picnic...is it the offensive everyone’s been talking about?” 


He nodded. “The crews are standing by at this very moment—as soon 
as this equipment rolls off the ships, the lot will be sent to the front. 
General Anderson and Montgomery have fixed the date—against my 
advice... 

“When is it?” McClain asked. 

“Soon,” Brooks-Hayden replied and turned to Hubbard. “If you need 
anything, you know where to find me, Bob.” 

Hubbard nodded and turned to McClain as the intelligence chief left 
the room with quick steps. “Now—how about Kelso?” 

McClain shook his head. “As far as I know, he’s okay—had a hot 
Thompson in his hands the last time I saw him.” He wrinkled his brow. 
“Funny though...” 

“What’s that?” 

“Well, when I ran for the Messer, I didn’t see Sonny....” 


TWENTY SIX 


North of the Qattara Depression at Matruh, the Luftwaffe Kommandant, 
General Walther Klein awaited the arrival of Major Albrecht von 
Gebber. A message had arrived three hours before on a low-frequency 
shuffle from Qattara Kinzig, through the outposts maintained at Bir Fuad 
and Bir Khalda. The message contained the confirmation of the 
forthcoming Luftwaffe strike and stated that von Gebber would be flying 
in that very night for a final conference there at Luftwaffe Headquarters. 

Von Gebber was two hours overdue. Klein paced his office nervously 
and as the hands of his wristwatch approached three a.m., he called 
Kommunizieren and asked that a query be relayed to Qattara Einzig. 
While he waited for a reply, he paced. 

Twenty minutes later, his call was returned. He listened with concern 
as the communications’ officer informed him that Bir Fuad reported that 
Einzig did not reply—that all transmission from the area had been stilled 
since shortly after midnight. 

Klein slammed down the receiver and stormed from his office; thirty 
minutes later he roared onto the flight line in his staff car and ordered 
out a flight of six Messerschmitts, previously scheduled for a dawn strike 
in support of ground troops at the front. He then ordered his own 
personal aircraft readied. 

Shortly before five a.m., as the first light of dawn was edging its way 
into the eastern sky, Klein led his flight of killer-aircraft down the strip 
and into the leaden sky. They flew south. Low and with engines 
screaming, the Messerschmitts covered the distance swiftly as the sun 
pushed back the night on their left. 


Leath and the others scrambled for cover as the low flight of ME’s 
approached, then overflew them. 

When they had passed, Kelso stood and remarked, “Bet your ass 
they’re not out sightseein’, Jim-Bob!” 

Madden pulled himself into a sitting position and looked up. “Wonder 
how long it’ll take ’em to get their shit together?” 

Leath shook his head and shouldered his weapon. “Hard to say, 
partner... but one thing’s for sure—when they see the mess we left, 


they’re gonna come looking for us!” 


Klein peered through the canopy as they approached the secret base 
and his worst fears were confirmed as he saw the pall of smoke that 
hung low over the elongated canyon where Qattara Einzig had remained 
undetected for the past four months. 

Passing an order to his wing commander, Klein rolled out of 
formation and came in west to east at two hundred feet over the 
devastated base. The fire-blackened cliffs at the near end and the 
exposed cavern gave mute testimony to the inferno that had raged there 
only hours before, and he cursed as he saw several figures scurry for 
cover as he flew over the location. 

Calling his wing commander again, Klein banked and circled while 
two of his flight made quick landings, one directly behind the other. In a 
matter of moments he received the clearance he sought and the 
confirmation that the base was still in the hands of the Luftwaffe—with 
the added information that a strike force had attacked the base shortly 
after midnight... from the ground! He cursed again and took his own 
aircraft down to the blackened stretch of desert floor. 

As he taxied to the far end of the airstrip, he was appalled at the 
destruction; inside the cavern where the proud birds of Angriff IV had 
been parked, there remained nothing but burned, twisted hulks that 
were once sleek aircraft. As he pulled near the first two of his own flight 
that had just set down, he hit the rudder and revved his engine to swing 
about, and as he did, he slid back his canopy and the stench of death 
came to him immediately. 

As the prop of his aircraft stilled, he unbuckled his harness, climbed 
slowly from the cockpit and stood on the Messerschmitt’s wing and 
looked about. The devastation was complete and with the exception of 
the sound of the four aircraft still in the air overhead, the silence there 
on the ground was absolute. 

Two of Klein’s flight officers joined him as he jumped to the ground. 
Between them they led a disheveled Lieutenant Gietzen; the man’s shirt 
was blackened, his sleeves torn and his right arm bandaged from the 
elbow down. 

“Gietzen!” Klein exclaimed as he recognized the young pilot. “What 
has happened here—where is Major von Gebber?” 

The man wore a dazed look and let his gaze roam from Klein to the 
aircraft. He shook his head slowly; and tears welled in his eyes. “They 


ran... they all! ran to the back...and they screamed—all burned... all 
burned...” he sobbed. 

Klein took a step forward and slapped the man’s face sharply. He drew 
back with a start and a sudden look of recognition passed over his 
features as his General spoke to him harshly. 

“You are an officer of the Luftwaffe! We do not shed tears over the 
comrades we lost in battle!” He drew his breath deeply, exhaled, then 
said more softly, “Now tell me what has happened, Wilhelm... 
everything.” 

The three officers listened as the man began with the incidents of the 
day before—then progressed to; the capture of the black prisoner who 
called himself Vasquez. Klein nodded occasionally, urging the man to 
continue as the pieces began to fall into place and he listened attentively 
as the shaken officer related the attack on the base the night before. 

“You say Major von Gebber was killed—what; about the duty officer 
who took the message?” 

“Dead—all dead,” Geitzen said thickly. 

“And you don’t know how the commandos escaped?” 

“No—one of them flew—at first we thought it was the Major who had 
taken off... later... later, we found him.” He shrugged. “The others must 
have escaped in one of the half-tracks.” 

“What!” Klein exclaimed. “What direction did they go?” 

“T... I don’t know—the fire....” Geitzen said pathetically. 

Klein looked at the man sternly for a moment, then gestured to the 
pilot on the left. “Hans—get on your radio—have two of your pilots 
break formation and see if they can locate tracks—or the vehicle 
itself...” He paused and looked down the landing strip; the deep ruts left 
by the armored vehicle stood out plainly. “Have them search to the 
west.” 

The man nodded and went to his aircraft as Klein looked again at 
Geitzen. “Major von Gebber’s body—where is it, Wilhelm?” 

The man turned and pointed. Klein looked toward the command post, 
carefully concealed among the rocks—a torn camouflage canvas hung 
limply over the entrance and he noticed several bodies about. He 
swallowed back his anger and turned to the other pilot. 

“Relay to Matruh...I want four Henkels dispatched immediately to 
evacuate the wounded. Captain Schroeder is to bring a full complement 
of troops—we'll salvage what we can.” He looked about, then added, 
“When you’ve done that, round up what Italians you can and get a 
burial detail started, Leutnant.” The man nodded silently and turned for 


his aircraft as Klein walked briskly toward the command post leaving 
Lieutenant Geitzen standing alone, his head bowed. 

Klein grimaced as he bent over von Gebber’s corpse; his officer had 
taken at least six bullets in the stomach and groin—and another in the 
head that had left a gaping exit hole in his left temple. Fishing through 
the man’s pockets, Klein found the sealed envelope von Gebber had put 
there the night before, just prior to the attack. He ripped it open quickly 
and read the message. 

So close! he thought, so close! Angrily, he stood and walked into the 
wrecked command post. He paused inside the first flap and looked at 
the strangely dressed corpse; the man’s eyes were open, glazed now and 
his mouth was twisted as though he had died in the middle of a 
conversation—and Klein wondered what his last words had been. There 
were three neat holes just above his heart and he had shed very little 
blood. Klein stooped and ripped open the man’s shirt—he wore no 
identification tags and his pockets revealed nothing. Only the Colt 
automatic worn low on his right hip spoke of his origin, and as Klein 
removed it, he half-rolled the corpse and saw the boot scabbard. The 
sheath yielded a wicked throwing knife with a weighted handle, and 
examining it, Klein found the base of the blade where it was hilted, 
covered with dried blood—and he had no doubt as to its origin! 

Inside the command post, the stench of death was strong and was 
accentuated by the acrid odor of burned electrical wiring. Klein picked 
up a battery-lantern, switched it on and looked about in dismay. The 
place was a charnel house—six men lay dead, their bodies in grotesque 
positions, stiffened now in rigor mortis. He looked about at the shambles 
and took note of the methodical destruction of the radio’ and the extra 
equipment—then he saw the telephone: setting alone, seemingly 
untouched in the midst of the devastation. 

Quickly, he stepped over a body and snatched the receiver from its 
cradle. He smiled as he heard the faint buzzing sound that told him the 
instrument was still operative, then he replaced it and glanced around 
again. “Whoever you were,” he said softly to himself, “you overlooked 
the obvious!” 

Outside, Klein took a deep breath and cleansed his lungs of the stench 
of the command post—and found the air out in the open not too 
preferable to that of the enclosed room he had just left. He glanced 
toward the burned-out interior of the cavern; the hulks inside were 
useless, just as much of the equipment would be, he reasoned—but 
Qattara Einzig was not useless! The strip was clean and useable—fuel 


could be flown in from several locations... no time to refit another flight 
of Stukas, he thought, but he had at his command eight Henkel 
bombers, a pair of ancient, tri-motored JU 52’s and a full squadron of 
Messerschmitts...and a four hundred mile flight to the Red Sea. It would 
be costly in terms of men and equipment... but it would be far more 
costly if the tanks, guns and ammunition the convoy carried were to get 
through to Suez! The convoy must be stopped, he determined. He turned 
and walked quickly to his own aircraft. As he climbed onto the wing and 
glanced skyward, a pair of his own flew over and he wondered about 
the person who had taken off from this very strip the night before. If the 
British had this spot pinpointed, it would be a relatively simple task to 
order an air strike and put it out of commission permanently. And there 
was absolutely nothing he could do to forestall a move such as that— 
unless.... He thought about the Panzerarmee Afrika, stopped now and 
fighting a holding action around El Alamein. If he could convince 
General Stumme that a diversionary attack near the front would keep 
the RAF off their backs for the needed two days, they still might throw 
together a force capable of stopping or at least critically wounding the 
convoy. Stumme had just come from the Russian front and he knew the 
devastating effect of the American-built artillery in the field. He had 
heard the worthy general extoll its worth—would he want to face it 
again here in Egypt? Klein tightened his jaw as he plucked the 
microphone from the cockpit of his Messerschmitt and relayed a call to 
Panzer Korp Headquarters, asking that the general meet with him 
immediately on a matter of the utmost urgency. 

Smiling, Klein climbed into his aircraft again and snapped on his 
harness—Einzig had been devastated, true—but its worth remained— 
and he, General Walther Klein, would validate that worth! 


TWENTY SEVEN 


By the time the sun had pushed itself over the eastern horizon, nearly 
one hundred men were involved in an unlikely search: a single 
telephone line; that tied into their own, along a hundred mile front from 
Maghra, south towards the Bahariya Oasis, west of Beni Mazar on the 
Nile River. 

In teams of six, technicians raced over track and desert in dusty, 
overheated Land Rovers at precarious’ speeds, stopping at every sign of 
a telephone standard; taking turns, a man in climbing gear of a lineman 
would scamper to the cross-arms of each successive pole to check every 
connection closely to make sure there were no hidden ties; every 
junction box was unhinged and the contacts inspected for anything out 
of the ordinary. It was the reasoning of a single intelligence officer that 
if a tie-in existed, it would be found at the most obvious of places—a 
telephone pole. 

Brooks-Hayden sat lonely in his office awaiting some word; Hubbard 
was at El Qahirah handling the debriefing and the clock was ticking 
away its precious minutes—like so much sand in a glass, Brooks-Hayden 
thought as he studied the complicated charts supplied earlier by the 
Military Communications branch of Intelligence. The telephone 
company there in Cairo was still in the hands—or under the technical 
direction—of its Egyptian owners; all service, save that of a military 
nature, had been cut west of the Nile, and even the links north with 
Alexandria were in control of the military—yet as baffling and 
improbable as it seemed, a link had somehow been made between Cairo 
and an enemy base, deep within the nea-rinaccessible Qattara 
Depression... but how? 

An hour went by, then two and Brooks-Hayden poured another cup of 
tea and waited; the ten units in the field—each with back-up units— 
searched, and Brooks-Hayden knew that they would cover every 
possible avenue trying to locate the elusive line. As the hands of the wall 
clock crept from number to number, he knew their chances of finding it 
in time were diminishing with every moment that passed. 


Eighty miles to the west, just south of Corp Headquarters at Maghra, 


Corporal Tom Devoney of the Sixth Engineering Brigade climbed his 
twelfth pole of the morning. Curious when they had been alerted, and 
content with that curiosity for the first few climbs, he soon tired and 
now felt sure they were on little more than a well organized “snipe 
hunt.” 

Devoney climbed to the first crossarm of the thirty foot pole and 
heaved a sigh of relief as he noticed it was free of junction boxes and 
was merely a support pole between carrier splices. He checked the 
crossarm, top and bottom, then pulled up and unhooked his safety belt 
to go to the top crossarm, only four feet above the first. Climbing, he 
stood on the bottom arm and was not going to bother hooking his belt 
again—the top lines were those from the discontinued civilian trunk 
that ran all the way to El Alamein and westward. Then, he saw the small 
distribution box on the foreside of the pole—above the crossarm. 
Devoney hooked his belt. 

He thought it strange and moved around the pole, avoiding the two 
heavy, leaded cables that hung from the single arm. As he did, he saw 
the wrapped take-off from the cable on his right. Curious as to why a 
distribution box had been affixed here in the middle of nowhere, with 
no place to distribute to, he removed a key-lock screwdriver from his 
tool pouch and attacked the rusted cover of the box. The lid came away 
reluctantly, and with it, the rotted rubber seal came off in sections. 
Devoney separated the wires inside that were attached to an insulated 
board and wondered. Twelve pair led in, but the posts on the load-side 
of the board were unused—all, that is, but one pair. And as he checked 
further, he found something he did not understand. 

Tom Devoney had been a telephone lineman for nearly seven years, 
and while there was much he did not know about the intricacies of 
telephone operations, there was little he did not know about poles, 
shunts, cable-splicing and all that went with line work. He reached into 
the eight inch-square box and touched the two wires with the tip of his 
finger, then followed them until he picked up a third that was grounded 
to the box itself—they tied into the civilian trunk, all right, but just 
where the bloody hell did they go? 

Removing the peg-nuts that held the insulated board away from the 
back of the box, Devoney got his answer and felt his pulse rate increase 
as he looked at the half-inch coupling in the back of the box—there, the 
three wires disappeared, seemingly, right into the pole! 

“Hey, Mert!” he called and dropped the end of a light tag-line 
attached to his belt. “Send m’tester.” 


The man called Mert, sauntered to the base of the pole, looped the 
line round the small instrument and shouted back, “Wot’s up, mate?” 

“Dunno...soon find out. Call the shaman, will ya?” 

The man below waved down the line where the others from their 
team examined the next pole; he shouted for the Intelligence Lieutenant 
who had been assigned to accompany them that morning. 

Devoney hauled up the tester and in a matter of minutes, he had 
confirmed the continuity of the mysterious line and the fact that it was 
hooked to something—somewhere. He confirmed too, that the other lines 
feeding off the civilian trunk were as dead as last year’s Christmas 
goose. 

Skinning the pole, he dropped four feet at a time and unbuckled his 
safety belt to jump the final six feet to the ground. 

Lieutenant James Glossup of MI-5 waited and asked, “What is it, 
Corporal?” 

“Well, Sir, I dunno... but we do have somethin’ unusual here. Bloody 
wires is hot an’ goes right inta the pole, they does!” 

“On the military trunk?” Glossup questioned. 

“No, Sir,” Devoney said, shaking his head, “civilian trunk—one wot’s 
not bein’ used.” 

Glossup looked up at the near hidden box above the top cross-arm, 
then directed his gaze to the base of the pole. He walked around it 
twice, then stopped and stomped a foot. “Dig!” he said. 

Twenty minutes later, at a depth of four and one half feet, a single 
coaxial cable was uncovered. It appeared to be coming out of the pole, 
but upon closer inspection, Glossup discovered that somehow, the wood 
on one side of the pole had been gouged out, the cable laid in and the 
wood bonded back to the mother-pole. 


Brooks-Hayden snatched the phone from the cradle. 

“Lieutenant Glossup, Sir...pole six-A-niner... Maghra-Alamein trunk... 
ties into the old sub-station at Imbaba.” 

“Military line?” Brooks-Hayden asked as he felt a rush of adrenaline in 
his system. 

“No Sir—Glossup says it’s hooked into the dead civilian trunk.” 

Brooks-Hayden thought for a moment, then said evenly, “All right—I 
want every expert we’ve got at the Imbaba station—I want that line 
traced!” He paused, then asked, “Has Colonel Hubbard called in yet?” 

“Yes, Sir,” the man in Operations informed him. “On his way back 


from El Qahirah now.” 

“Fine. When he arrives, tell him I’d like him to meet me at the 
substation... and one more thing—send Sergeant Watson along to 
Imbaba.” 

“Watson, the Crypto?” 

Brooks-Hayden smiled to himself; Watson of the Crypto Section was a 
living contradiction to formal education—he spoke at least seven 
languages, was considered somewhat of a math genius in his section... 
and had attended only to the fourth level, Public, in his native 
Devonshire. 

“Yes... yes, that’s the man.” 


Hubbard and Brooks-Hayden watched closely as the experts moved 
over the equipment with their handsets, meters and testers. Finally, a 
hookup was made. The technician spoke only two words, “Affirmative— 
hold!” and he turned to another man. Together, they traced the line 
back through the switchgear, by the distribution panel, and from one 
contact to another they followed the continuity of the circuit until they 
stopped finally at the Big Board. 

“Cairo, Sir....” the technician said to Brooks-Hayden. “Open trunk.” 

The intelligence man wrinkled his brow. “Explain to me an open trunk, 
Sergeant.” 

“Well, Sir...” the man began, “we’re tied in here to Cairo Central. 
These boards are unused, but the single trunk that the line in question is 
a part of is still hooked into the switchgear at the main station... beyond 
here, we’ve only the one line that’s operational.” He shook his head. 
“The open trunk runs to Cairo, but... well, Sir, the easiest way to explain 
it is that this single line could be dialed from any one of a couple 
thousand places.” 

Brooks-Hayden looked at the man in dismay. “You mean the line can’t 
be traced beyond this point?” 

“That’s the big of it, Sir—we can go on to Cairo and locate the board, 
but that’s as far as we could go. Unless...” 

“Unless what, Sergeant?” 

The man shrugged. “Unless someone happened to dial the proper 
sequence, someone else answered, and both parties were polite enough 
to hang on the line long enough for us to run a trace on it out of Central 
—and that would only tell us where the party was calling from in 
Cairo.” 


Brooks-Hayden were a reflective look. He glanced from the sergeant 
to the board and back, then said, “Can this line be separated here, 
Sergeant?” 

“Separated in what way, Sir?” 

Brooks-Hayden took out a pencil and a small notebook; he drew a line 
with an “X” at each end, then erased a section in the middle. He printed 
a small “T” at each end of the break. “We know where this line goes, 
Sergeant, but what I want to do is find out who’s using it—I want to be 
able to trace the call to the caller. Can you separate the line here and 
put a telephone on each end—one to receive from Cairo, and another to 
call through to the other end?” 

The man scratched his head for a moment, then nodded, “Aye, Sir... 
that can be done—no problem.” 

“Fine!” Brooks-Hayden replied, then questioned further. “If a call 
should come through from Cairo, and you were set up proper at Central 
—just how long do you estimate it would take you to run an accurate 
trace—let me know exactly where the call was coming from?” 

The man scratched again, then said slowly, “’bout five, maybe six 
minutes—with enough chaps and a lot ’o luck.” 

Brooks-Hayden smiled. “You supply the chaps, Sergeant, I’ll supply 
the luck! Hook us in and rig an auxillary line so that I can stay in close 
contact with you at Central.” 

The man nodded and turned and motioned to the man he had been 
working with. 

Brooks-Hayden flipped the pages of his notebook and said to 
Hubbard, “We'll see just how accurate Leath was when he recorded the 
conversation last night.” He turned towards the door and shouted, 
“Sergeant Watson! On the double!” 


TWENTY EIGHT 


Lieutenant Werner Siever banked his Messerschmitt and executed a 
power slip as he spotted the half-track; he called his wingman and had 
him fly cover as he dove toward the ground. As he pulled up the nose of 
his aircraft and dipped his right wing slightly, he noticed that the 
vehicle was one of theirs—and it was of the type they had been ordered 
to search for. He raised General Klein just as that man took off from 
Qattara Einzig, and reported the find, then requested instructions, 
stating that the vehicle seemed to be abandoned. 

Klein relayed to him that if it was at all possible, to set down and 
check the half-track personally. If it was abandoned, as it appeared to 
be, Siever was to attempt to get the direction that those who had left it 
had taken. 

Siever circled again and spotted the flat stretch a quarter mile beyond 
the place where the half-track set, its front wheels in the air, evidently 
hung on high ground. He radioed his wingman that he was going down, 
then both of them made a two way sweep of the area and found no 
movement or evidence of anyone. 

Siever touched down on the uneven terrain and his aircraft jolted 
dangerously as it came to rest on the sunbaked desert floor. Slamming 
open his cockpit, he shed the uncomfortable parachute harness and 
unclipped the Schmeisser from the wall of the cockpit. He checked the 
parabellum clip, armed the weapon, then climbed from the cockpit. 
Above, his wingman flew in low, his sights on the disabled half-track as 
Siever made his way carefully over the broken ground. 

Fifty yards from the rocky point where the vehicle reared its front 
wheels from the ground, Siever stopped. He looked cautiously toward 
the rocks, then as his comrade flew over again he moved forward, the 
Schmeisser held loosely before him. 

Working his way toward the front of the vehicle, Siever crouched as 
the ground rose slightly and he noticed that the machine had thrown its 
right track, which explained to him, the reason it had been abandoned. 
Somehow, the young Luftwaffe pilot had sensed he would find it thusly, 
long before coming to earth to investigate—only a pack of fools would 
attempt to escape in such an unwieldly vehicle as a half-track! A lighter, 
faster vehicle, yes, but as he straightened, bolder now, he wondered 


how those at Qattara Einzig had allowed anyone to escape in this. 

Circling the wrecked half-track, Siever waved to his wingman on a 
return pass, then walked to the rear and looked into the empty bed of 
the vehicle; he saw the spent shells from the tandem machine guns and 
wondered how many of his comrades had died when they had been 
fired. Then, he noticed another type of shell-casing and leaned over the 
tail gate to retrieve one—calibre .45, United States issue! He cursed and 
flung the empty cartridge aside as he examined the ground around the 
vehicle. The earth was packed, but the loose surface showed no signs of 
anyone having walked over it, and he noticed that the path he had taken 
showed plainly in the dust. He walked around the half-track twice, and 
was puzzled by the absence of any tracks other than his own—surely, 
whoever had driven it here, did not fly away, he reasoned. 

Then, he glanced toward the cab. Siever crouched suddenly as the 
thought struck him that raised as it was, he could not see into the cab of 
the vehicle, and there was every possibility that someone was hiding 
there—wounded perhaps. Cautiously, he made his way to the side of the 
inclined bed and walked forward—the armor shields were down and he 
held the Schmeisser up as he attempted to peer through the slit on the 
driver’s side of the cab. It was empty! And a flood of relief went through 
him as he realized how foolish he had been walking up as he had, 
assuming the vehicle had been abandoned merely because it was 
crippled. 

Smiling to himself, he looked up and saw his wingman coming in low 
again, then he noticed the whip antenna behind the cab. He glanced 
toward the open expanse that lay between the truck and his aircraft and 
decided he would use the radio in the half-track to notify his fellow pilot 
that there were absolutely no indications as to what direction the men 
who had driven the vehicle this far had taken. He grabbed the handle of 
the door just as the Messerschmitt passed over, and he pulled himself to 
the running board as he swung the door wide. 

Werner Siever’s world exploded and he felt as though he had been 
kicked in the chest. Knocked backwards to the ground, he looked up in 
shocked astonishment at the clear blue sky and tried to understand what 
had happened. He had not seen the Thompson gun wedged into the 
seats, nor the cord like a dead-fall tied between the trigger and door. 
Neither had he heard the two loud reports as the weapon discharged— 
only was he aware of the impact as the heavy slugs tore through his 
body. There was a dull ache in his chest and he felt as though he could 
not breathe. He raised a hand to his chest and was surprised to find that 


the front of his tunic was covered with blood. He shook his head in an 
effort to clear the buzzing there, but it became louder and he attempted 
to sit up—then, the earth seemed to spin beneath him and it fell away as 
a frightening darkness overcame him. He cried out, “Mutter!” and fell 
dead, six feet from the open door of the half-track. 

Above, Siever’s wingman tightened his circle and came in low again. 
He throttled back as he overflew and saw his friend sprawled on the 
ground, his arms outstretched. He cursed and radioed his wing 
commander at Einzig. 

Immediately, the officer relayed the order to destroy the vehicle and 
the Messerschmitt flew in at a right angle to the vehicle, its nose cannon 
blazing. The half-track exploded as the high explosive shells hammered 
into it and the Messerschmitt made a second run, still firing at the 
demolished, blazing hulk on the desert floor. Then, banking, the pilot 
dipped a wing for a last look at the parked aircraft, a quarter mile from 
the burning wreck. He thought about his friend, Siever, swallowed 
thickly and turned his aircraft for Qattara Einzig. 


Leath pressed the others on, long after dawn. The sun had risen and 
with it came the early baking heat of the day. None of them had hats 
and each covered his head now with their stripped-off undershirts. 

“How much farther?’ Madden asked as they paused. 

Leath checked the map again and then the compass. He shook his 
head. “We should have spotted it by now,” he said and looked to the 
north. The terrain had leveled and the rocky wastes of the Devil’s 
Playground lay behind them. In their path, low rolling dunes appeared 
and somehow the world seemed to have grown larger. 

“We’re gonna have to rest, Jim-Bob,” Kelso said and swallowed drily. 

“T agree, partner, but do you see anyplace around here to rest?” 

Kelso and Madden exchanged glances as Leath stood and gestured, 
“We'll give it another hour—come on.” Near exhaustion, the two men 
fell in behind their partner and the three of them trudged north again. 
They walked with their heads down, and the mere weight of their 
weapons threatened to drive them to their knees with each painful step. 
It was dry and it was hot, and as their bodies gave up its moisture, so 
did they give up their wanning strength. 

In the lead, Leath shifted the weight of the near empty lister bag and 
glanced over his shoulder—it had been a foolish mistake to leave their 
canteens with the other equipment before hitting the base—the desert 


was a harsh mistress, and he knew that here, a man made but one 
mistake—and he had made his. He glanced over his shoulder; Madden’s 
face was ashen and Leath knew the man could not go much further; 
Kelso brought up the rear and as Madden staggered, the black man fell 
in beside him and relieved him of his Thompson. 

“T... can handle it....” Madden protested weakly. 

“Sure,” Kelso replied and winked at Leath. “Ill pack ’em both for a 
while... when you’re rested you can take ’em, okay?” 

Madden did not answer, but continued on, placing one foot in front of 
the other as his breathing became more labored and he tried to 
remember how he had hurt his ribs. He laughed softly to himself as he 
did recall the jump—and he wondered how the hell he had managed to 
forget that—or the fact that he had hurt them more when he and Sonny 
had jumped those first two sentries—which he had kept to himself. And 
he turned to tell Harrison about it—share the joke... but the man was 
not there—and he remembered that, too. 

Then, as the three men topped a low rise, Leath saw a patch of green 
in the middle of the ocher landscape to the east. He stopped and peered 
over the shimmering sand as he reached for his binoculars—and 
remembered he had left them with the other equipment. 

“What is it, Jim-Bob?” Kelso asked as they stopped. 

Leath pointed to their right. “It’s either a goddamned mirage or our 
oasis, George!” 

Kelso followed the other man’s arm and a tired smile creased his 
shining features. “If it is a mirage, we’re both seein’ it,” he said and 
slipped his arm beneath Madden’s as that man staggered again. “Come 
on... let’s get Mad-Dog outta the sun ’fore it fries his brain!” 

The oasis set beyond a low rolling dune, a mile from the point where 
the three men had first spotted it. It was an agonizingly long mile and 
they dragged their feet wearily as the sun rose higher in the sky 
overhead. Still in the lead, Leath breathed a sigh of relief as they 
climbed the final dune and saw the trees and the water and... 

Kelso looked up in surprise as he saw Leath fall flat a few steps ahead 
of him and Madden. Instinctively, he slipped his arm from beneath 
Madden’s and both of them fell forward to the hot sand. Thrusting 
Madden’s weapon in his hands and jerking his head toward Leath, he 
unslung his own gun and crawled forward to lay beside his partner. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

Cautiously, Leath raised his head a few inches and looked over the 
crest of the dune toward the oasis, then ducked again. “Our mirage has 


tenants, George...” he said and sighed heavily. 


TWENTY NINE 


Madden lifted the heavy sub-machine gun and crawled up the dune to 
where his friends lay. His injuries, the action of the night before and the 
following seven hour walk had sapped his reserves of strength, yet he 
knew he was about to be called upon for even more than he had already 
given. Leath glanced at his friend and below the exhaustion evident on 
his face he saw strength, and a low smoldering fire in the man’s blue 
eyes. 

“What’s happening?” the red-haired man growled and wore the angry 
appearance of a person suddenly disturbed from a deep sleep. 

Leath half grinned and gestured. “Posse beat us to the water hole, 
Partner.” 

Madden blinked and glanced toward Kelso who was pressed low in 
the sand, peering over the crest of the dune. He edged up and lifted his 
head slightly; and to their right, a light grove of desert palm showed 
green, and beyond that, in the midst of the desert phenomenon, Madden 
saw movement. He rubbed his eyes with a parched hand and tried to 
focus his vision; a glittering pool set with trees surrounding three sides, 
and as his vision cleared, he was able to put it together; a string of 
camels—he counted six—were hobbled some distance from the water 
near the trees—a drab tent set a dozen yards from the water. He saw 
people in the long dress of the desert nomads as they moved about a 
small smokeless fire. 

That ain’t no posse,” Madden quipped. “Them’s injuns!” 

Kelso chuckled. “They’re Bedouins, brothers... and I’m not so sure I 
prefer them to the Germans.” 

Leath nodded. He had heard stories of men who had been captured by 
roving bands of nomads—and the Germans might be preferable, he 
thought. He looked again and noticed a pair of horses hobbled beyond 
the camels. He counted four men and two women at the fire. Two of the 
men standing near the tent held rifles and he recognized them as Italian 
weapons whose range was greater by far than the stubby Thompsons 
they carried. But accuracy was another thing—he knew at close range, 
he and his comrades carried ten times the fire-power as those by the 
oasis... if they could get close enough to exert that edge of authority. 

“Well, we can’t lay out here all day,” Leath said tiredly. “There’s 


always the chance they’ll be friendly....” he added, but his tone belied 
the thought. 

“Friendly or not, we can’t show ’em any weakness,” Kelso remarked 
and gestured toward the group at the oasis. 

“Okay...” Leath said finally and pointed. “Take the right flank, George 
—work your way over and come in as we do.” He turned his head and 
looked at Madden. “Got one more walk in you, Paul?” 

“Shit! They don’t call me Mad-Dog because of my sweet disposition! 
I’m the meanest when I’m the tiredest!” 

Leath smiled. “Left flank. Let’s keep about a twenty yard interval 
between us and go in together—they’ll play hell makin’ up their minds 
which one of us to shoot first—if that’s what they decide to do.” 

Kelso slid down a few feet, then scrambled up and worked his way 
along the dune. Madden rolled over and came up in a crouch and as 
Leath watched the man move off, he was awed by the seeming recovery 
that the new danger had brought about in his friend. When the two men 
had positioned themselves, Leath signaled and stood. He topped the 
crest and glanced right, then left, to see his comrades keeping pace with 
him. Then, holding his Thompson in the crook of his arm, he directed 
his attention towards the oasis. 

They had walked but a few paces in full view when one of the men 
near the fire looked up and saw them. All movement stopped and heads 
turned toward the three figures who had appeared out of the empty 
desert like some terrible apparition, with weapons pointed their way. 

Twenty five yards separated them and Leath stopped; he glanced from 
right to left and saw that both Kelso and Madden had moved around 
and that they now formed a half-moon facing the group of people. Leath 
raised his left hand and directed his gaze to the figure of a tall man 
standing near the fire; his hands were empty, save for a small cup, and 
Leath found a pair of dark eyes staring back at him intensely. 

The man glanced at his companions, then he too, raised his hand and 
motioned Leath in. 

Warily, Leath took a few tentative steps forward, then stopped as the 
man handed the cup to one of the women and walked to meet him. As 
the tall man approached, both sides watched and when only several feet 
separated them, the man in the robes stopped. 

The man seemed to be taking in each and every aspect of Leath’s 
appearance and his attention centered finally upon the weapon still 
pointed at him. Leath met the man’s eyes, sensed the silent message and 
he lowered the muzzle of the Thompson. 


The man smiled. “Deutsches?” he questioned. Leath cocked his head at 
the question and wondered how the hell they were going to 
communicate—obviously, the man thought they were German, and he 
evidently had knowledge of the language. Neither he, Kelso or Madden 
knew enough German to converse convincingly. As the silence became 
heavy, Leath made his decision—he shook his head and replied, 
“Englischer....” hoping the word would not start the conflict that seemed 
imminent. 

“English?” the man questioned and raised an eyebrow. “You and your 
friends are English?” 

“You speak English...” Leath said, then realized the absurdity of the 
statement. 

The man smiled, nodded and extended his hand. “I speak several 
tongues, traveler... come, you are welcome to my humble camp—the 
only war here is the age old battle of survival against the desert.” 

Leath shifted the Thompson and accepted the man’s hand; it was soft 
and dry, but the grip was strong. “We need water...” he said simply. 

“Of course—and food. Come, call your friends—the women have just 
prepared a meal... you are welcome to share it with us.” 

Leath looked beyond and saw that they were now being ignored by 
the others near the fire; the women squatted there and the two men who 
had held rifles had lain them aside and stood now, by the fire. 

“Thank you, we will,” he said and motioned to Madden and Kelso 
who had stayed their distance during the brief conversation. They joined 
Leath and the tall man, and together the four of them walked into the 
camp. 

As the strangers approached with their leader, the men watched; the 
taller of the three nodded imperceptibly and all took note of the 
automatic weapons the men carried. They stood mute as their leader 
cast them a sharp glance, then spoke tersely to the women. The air of 
tension seemed to dissolve as Ahamed ben Turgin restored order to his 
camp and extended a hand for Leath and the others to sit. Two of the 
men stared openly at Kelso, then turned and walked a few paces away, 
each kept a hand beneath their robe on the hilt of their daggars. They 
stood silently and watched the three strangers eat. They waited for some 
word or gesture from their leader—for they knew he invited strangers 
into their camp but for one purpose—to take what was theirs, leaving 
silent corpses or the screaming, mutilated remains of what had once 
been men—or women. Ahamed ben Turgin waged his own particular 
type of war—and he had no allies, only enemies... those who had 


brought death and destruction to his land, regardless of what uniform 
they wore. 


It had taken little convincing on the part of General Klein once the 
Kommander, Panzerarmee Afrika had read the message from “Whitehall” 
that had been found on von Gebber’s corpse, that an all-out effort in 
behalf of the Allied convoy was necessary and pressing. General Stumme 
realized what the added armor and weapons would mean in terms of an 
offensive—by either side. He wasted no time in authorizing Klein a free 
hand in obtaining the materials needed to continue where von Gebber 
had failed. 

Contacting General von Thoma at Afrika Korp headquarters, Stumme 
ordered that man to stage a mock offensive using the Italian Ariete 
Division in a frontal assault against the British 50th Division, located 
south of Ruweisat Ridge, and to use the armor from the XXI Panzers to 
give support to Ariete, but not to engage the enemy fully. 

The unprecedented mid-morning thrust against the British brought 
forth a multitude of rumors from both sides, and before noon, all 
available RAF units had been directed to support the 50th, who had 
suffered heavy losses in the first minutes of battle. 

Satisfied that the enemy’s attention had been diverted for the time 
being, Klein mustered his forces and using four captured Bombay 
transports, he began forging the chain that would link his Luftwaffe with 
the Red Sea and the British convoy steaming steadily north. The Henkels 
were sent in to Qattara Einzig and when all had assembled, Klein held a 
preliminary briefing with his flight commanders. 

Klein informed his pilots of the nature of the British convoy and what 
it was they carried. Several remarks were passed between the assembled 
officers, then one stood and asked “Ovr range, Mein Feldherr... we will 
have nearly exhausted our fuel by the time we reach the convoy.” 

Klein smiled and tapped the map again. “Here,” he said, “petrol will 
be awaiting us after the strike...” As he spoke, he heard the engines of 
the Bombays as they prepared to take off, their bellies loaded with 
precious gasoline that would be the link to connect Klein’s returning 
forces with the base at Qattara. 

The plan was sound in theory, and might have been sound in practice 
had a single additional factor been known by General Klein... 


Smoking incessantly, Brooks-Hayden paced the dusty floor of the 
Imbaba sub-station, studying the message Leath had transcribed, and 
discussing it with a sergeant named Watson. 


THIRTY 


The day wore on and Leath and the others found themselves well 
hosted by the congenial Bedouin who called himself Ahamed, and who 
claimed malice towards no one. Following a light meal and bitter Arab 
tea, the men of Tac One retired to the far side of the oasis to rest. 

With his back against a tree where he had a full view of those in the 
Bedouin party, Kelso lit a cigarette and dragged deeply. “Two hour 
tricks, Jim-Bob?” he asked. 

Leath nodded and questioned the man. “How do you feel?” 

The black man smiled tiredly, “Beat—but I can handle a couple of 
hours.” He glanced across the water of the oasis and remarked, 
“Somehow, I’ve got a feelin’ if we all went to sleep at the same time, 
we’d never wake up...” 

Madden stretched, then sat. “Yeah, well... if I could get a peek behind 
that veil the little one’s wearing, I might not wanna go to sleep.” 

Leath chuckled at the reference to the Bedouin girl; it was impossible 
to tell what she looked like but the girl had a lithe grace that bespoke a 
natural beauty hidden beneath veil and robes— 

“Got any idea what a Bedouin does to an infidel who makes a pass at 
one of their women?” Kelso asked of Madden. 

“No... what’a they do?” 

Kelso shrugged. “Castrate ’em, usually—then make ’em eat their own 
nuts,” he said in an offhand manner. 

Madden winced and his hand dropped to his crotch. “Think I’ll take a 
nap,” he said and the other two laughed lightly. 

Leath sat back. “Wake me in two hours, George,” he glanced at 
Madden. “You can take the last trick, Paul—we’ll take off at dusk. We’ve 
still got about a three hour walk to the pickup point.” 

“Think Bear got through?” Kelso asked; it was the first mention that 
day of the fourth member of their team. 

“We'll know tomorrow....” Leath returned. He placed his back against 
a tree, cradled the Thompson in his lap and closed his eyes. 

Across the narrow expanse of water, Ahamed ben Turgin sat quietly 
with his men. “Patience, my Brothers... they will take turns sleeping,” 
he said. “And while the one with the flame hair stands watch....” he 
smiled evenly and reached over to remove the veil of the youngest of 


the two women, “...Nimi will provide the distraction you need.” 


McClain pulled himself out of bed and winced painfully as the bandage 
on his side pulled tight. He shook a cigarette from the pack on the night 
stand and glanced at his watch. Christ! He had slept for damn near 
twelve hours. He wiggled his toes on the soft Persian carpet and looked 
toward the shaded windows; standing, he walked across the room, 
slipped the blinds and looked down at the green expanse of the polo 
grounds of the Turf Club. Not bad, he thought absently—he had paid 
little attention to the place when Hubbard had driven him here from the 
hospital—and he recalled the out-of-place plushness of the lobby and 
the lift. But what the hell had he expected—a fuckin’ barracks? 

He found a stall shower in the bathroom and glanced at the new 
shaving gear all laid out—funny, he hadn’t noticed it the night before... 
then he recalled the number on the note pad by the telephone, “Just call 
when you wake up... I’ve arranged for clothing for you through a valet 
service.” 

McClain shaved, brushed his teeth, then turned on the needle-cold 
spray of the shower and glanced at the bandage. To hell with it, he 
thought, I smell like a goddamned goat! And as he stepped beneath the 
water, the cold spray took his breath. 

When he had toweled himself dry, he lit another smoke, called the 
valet service and asked for fresh bandages and adhesive tape to be 
delivered with the clothing. In a matter of a few minutes, there was a 
soft knock on the door and a boy delivered freshly starched khakis and 
supplied McClain with a first aid kit. 

“Ah... you got a bar in this place?” he asked as the boy picked up his 
soiled and bloodied clothing from the floor where they had been 
dropped the night before. 

“Yes, sir. Restaurant too. Colonel Hubbard say you sign his name— 
everything—he pay, okay?” the boy replied and smiled broadly. 

When he had gone, McClain removed the wet dressing on his wounds 
and winced as he pulled the compress away. Sutured now, he found the 
doctor had done a neat job, but a bruise the size of his hand covered the 
area and he wondered again how the hell he had managed to get 
himself shot without knowing it. 

He put in a call for Hubbard at the second number he had found on 
the pad and told the officer who’ answered that he would be at the cafe 
there at the Turf Club and asked that Hubbard be notified that he was 


up and about. Downstairs, McClain attacked the menu with a fervor and 
had just finished a half-dozen eggs when Hubbard entered the nearly 
deserted dining room. 

“You lived....” he remarked and motioned for the waiter to bring him 
coffee to the table. 

“Couldn’t kill me with a stick,” McClain replied, then questioned, 
“How’s it goin?” 

Lighting a cigarette, Hubbard replied, “They’ve found the line, Bear... 
damn thing hooks into an open trunk to Cairo. B.H. has a monitor on it 
now—they’re trying to run a trace.” He nodded and fell silent as a dark 
skinned boy set a carafe of coffee and cup and saucer before him, then 
backed off. As he poured, he related the finding of the cable, then sat 
back and said, “B.H. has something up his sleeve, but he’s not telling 
what.” He sipped his coffee and eyed the other man carefully. “How do 
you feel—truthfully, Bear?” 

The big man shrugged. “Not too bad. I won’t be running any foot 
races for a couple of days, but I’ll make out.” 

“Think you could go back in?” Hubbard asked nonchalantly. 

McClain narrowed his gaze. “For the pickup tomorrow?” 

Hubbard stared into his cup, then looked up. “Not exactly... our 
friend and compatriot has asked that Tac One give a repeat 
performance.” 

“You have got to be kidding!” he exclaimed. 

Hubbard leaned forward and shook his head. “I wish to hell I was, 
Bear... but things are breaking faster than anyone anticipated. The 
Germans have started a push along the southern perimeter of the front— 
they’ve thrown the whole damn Ariete Division against the Fiftieth.” 

“Ariete?” 

“They’re Italian, but they’re good—best the Eyeties have to offer, and 
they’ve got Panzers behind them, pushing.” 

McClain whistled softly. “An offensive...” 

“Perhaps—or it may be diversionary action—there’s no way to know 
right now.” 

Draining the beer, McClain leaned forward and put his beefy arms on 
the table. “Okay... what’s Sir Galahad got in mind for us?” 

Hubbard lowered his tone as he looked about, then related Brooks- 
Hayden’s request—or suggestion. McClain listened and the more his 
superior talked, the more outrageous the request became. When he 
concluded, Hubbard looked at the man and waited. 

“You still pissed off at me for lifting that bomber... from Tucson, 


Hubs?” 

Colonel Bob Hubbard returned the other man’s smile and thought 
about the incident. “Seems that way, doesn’t it?” 

“Uh-huh,...” he replied, then mocked a sigh. “Well, when do we get 
this circus off the ground?” 

“You'll do it?” 

Pushing back his chair and standing, he shoved the, check across to 
Hubbard. “Let’s just say, I'll try.” He touched his side where the bullet 


had narrowly missed vital organs. “I still gotta get even for this, don’t 
I?” 


At Qattara Einzig, Klein watched with satisfaction as the repaired half- 
track, fitted now with the blade of a road-grader, pushed aside the 
burned hulks inside the blackened cavern that had served Angriff IV as a 
hangar, and made room for the Henkels and the fresh flight of 
Messerschmitts now arriving from Matruh. The Bombays had left earlier 
for the deserted airstrip northwest of Aswan, and each of his fighter 
pilots had been briefed on the refueling procedure they would follow, 
once they had made their strike against the Allied convoy. He knew 
there would be losses, but he intended to hold them to a minimum by 
the sheer weight of surprise; that final hour before darkness when the 
convoy had lost its air cover, it would be the most vulnerable to an air 
attack. And Klein thought about the night-flight back to Finzig—the 
most delicate part of his plan, the most important. Once his aircraft had 
struck, flown quickly for refueling and headed north, there would be no 
daylight left for the RAF to give chase or search. 

Klein smiled and turned toward the reconstructed command post and 
thought about the call from “Whitehall.” It won’t be long, he thought, as 
he glanced over his shoulder at the sun. 


THIRTY ONE 


Leath stretched out again as the sun dipped to the west. He glanced at 
Madden as that man removed his shirt, walked to the rocky edge of the 
water and squatted. Leath watched as his friend wadded the shirt, then 
sponged himself with the wetted garment; the adhesive tape on 
Madden’s body stood out in sharp contrast to the bronzed muscles above 
as he bent forward and drank from the pool, then sat back and stared 
across the narrow expanse of water towards those on the other side. 
Then, for the second time, Leath closed his eyes, secure with Madden to 
watch over them with a solid four hours rest behind him. 

Madden felt refreshed now that he had his eyes open. He had fallen 
into a deep sleep and had not stirred until Leath had awakened him only 
a few minutes before. The day was almost gone and he thought about 
the walk that remained for them, but he felt up to it—his ribs pained 
him less and the ache in his lower back had vanished while he slept. He 
spread his shirt to dry and lit a cigarette, then let his gaze wander across 
the water to the Arab camp. The men were nowhere in sight and he 
noticed that only the one woman squatted by the still burning fire—it 
was the younger of the two. He watched her fluid movements and was 
entranced by the way her hands seemed to float away from her body as 
she performed simple tasks. Then, she turned and glanced his way, and 
despite the veil she wore, Madden sensed the smile she kept hidden and 
even at that distance, her eyes seemed to sparkle. Madden fantasized 
what she might look like beneath the gossamer cloth that hid her smile 
and the lower portion of her face. 

Madden walked a short distance from the pool and found an 
outcropping of flat rock. He sat and focused his attention again toward 
the tent and the small fire where the woman still kneeled; he watched as 
she poured from a bronze bowl the steaming brew their host had urged 
them to drink with their meal. It had an acrid odor and an equally bitter 
taste, but now Madden wished he had another cup of the stuff Turgin 
had called simply, “Arab tea.” And as he watched, the woman stood and 
held up the cup towards him as though she had read his lonely thoughts. 

Madden smiled to himself, as though at some private joke, and raised 
a hand, then stood and walked toward the near end of the oasis as the 
woman approached from the other side. They met, a full thirty yards 


from the sleeping men, and at least twice that distance from the squat 
tent. 

Madden looked into the woman’s eyes and was tempted to lift her veil 
—then, he recalled Kelso’s remark. He chuckled to himself and slipped 
his arm through the leather strap and shouldered his weapon as he took 
the cup from her. 

“You laugh at me?” the woman asked in a soft voice, her wide eyes 
twinkling. 

Taken aback at her question, Madden blinked and asked, “You speak 
English?” 

“Of course. My father has taught me several languages.” 

“Your father....” he repeated and looked into her eyes. 

“Ahamed ben Turgin,” she said and gestured toward the tent. 

Madden followed her hand and said simply, “Oh...” and sipped the 
strong brew. 

The woman took a step closer and said softly, “My name is Nimi—I 
am the youngest of my father’s daughters.” 

Madden smiled nervously and felt sudden discomfort in the girl’s 
presence. She was a girl, he determined, as he viewed her closely, not 
the fully grown woman she appeared to be beneath her robes and veil. 
“That’s...that’s a nice name,” he said thickly. He held up the cup and 
added, “Thanks for the tea.” 

“You do not like Nimi?” she asked in a child-like innocence that 
flashed a warning light in the man’s head. He stepped back a pace and 
his mouth dropped open as she raised a hand slowly, unfastened the veil 
and let it drop. 

Confronted by possibly the most beautiful girl he had ever seen, 
Madden swallowed thickly as the heat of the day accentuated by the 
heat in his loins and a light line of sweat formed on his upper lip. He 
swallowed again and shook his head. “No... it’s not that I don’t like you, 
ah... Nimi, but...” 

“But what?” she asked softly and took a step closer to the sweating 
man. “Everyone sleeps. My father, my uncles, even my sister....” She 
giggled. “Perhaps not my sister and my father’s youngest brother...” 

Madden felt his face flush as the girl’s sensuous smile revealed very 
white teeth and a pink tongue that came from her mouth like a small 
pink snake to moisten her lips. He felt her hand on his chest and he 
looked down as she toyed with the abundant red chest hair. “Ah, look 
Nimi....” he began, then stiffened as her hand moved to his, removed 
the cup and dropped it to their feet. He watched in amazement as she 


leaned forward slightly and pressed her mouth over the nipple of his 
right breast. Her teeth nibbled and her tongue touched his flesh as he 
felt the blood beat in his temple. 

Madden kissed her gently, his arms at his sides, then he became aware 
of her hand on his—she lifted his left hand and moved it beneath the 
folds of her robe to place it on a small soft breast. He pulled his mouth 
from hers and looked down as he felt her nipple grow erect under his 
rough palm. 

“My...my uncle tells me that Iam as good as a boy... I try very hard 
to please... that is my gift,” she said as she moved his hand to her 
stomach. 

Madden felt the soft full warmth of her belly beneath his hand as she 
began to rotate her hips in a sensuous motion. Her skin was as smooth 
as a sun-ripened grape and he felt the full promise it held as she moved 
against him, then pushed his hand lower until the tips of his fingers 
encountered her smooth, hairless mons veneris and she raised on her 
toes. 

“Please....” she said breathlessly. “Touch me there....” and she sought 
his lips again. “There....” she whispered. 

A heady odor came to him as he closed his mouth over hers and his 
senses reeled as his fingers pressed into the soft warmth of her body and 
her own hand moved between them and brought an electric shock to his 
loins. 

Leath opened his eyes and saw Madden some distance away with the 
girl in his arms. A touch of panic took him as his attention was caught 
by a shadow that moved on his right. Without thought, Leath rolled 
suddenly, raised the Thompson and squeezed the trigger. The peaceful 
silence of the oasis was shattered as the short burst caught the robed 
man full in the chest and knocked him backwards. Leath saw the other 
two as he rolled again and one of them fired a revolver. 

Kelso fired from where he lay. The Arab with the revolver spun like 
atop as the heavy slugs caught him in the midsection and he screamed 
as he fell. As the third man turned to flee, Leath came up in a crouch 
and cut his legs out from under him as Kelso fired a second burst that 
caused the crippled man to turn a complete flip, his arms outstretched. 
Both Leath and Kelso turned their attention towards Madden as his 
Thompson spoke out in answer to a pair of pistol shots. 

Madden heard the first shots from Leath’s gun and twisted free from 
the girl’s arms instinctively. He felt a sharp burning sensation on his 
back as he twisted toward the sound of the Thompson and he saw the 


curved dagger in her left hand. He kicked out with his foot as he caught 
sight of movement to his left. The girl recoiled and doubled in pain as 
the toe of his boot buried itself in her crotch and Madden threw himself 
to one side as Ahamed ben Turgin fired at him. Raising the Thompson, 
Madden fired, rolled and fired again. He saw the Arab knocked 
backwards, then there was a shriek as Nimi sprang at him, her knife 
upraised. 

Before he could react, the sound of a rifle cracked sharply and the girl 
fell atop him, a hole through her head. There was a second scream and 
Madden pushed the lifeless form away as a second shot came and he 
saw the other woman near Turgin’s body, her rifle, pointed at him. The 
dirt kicked up near where he lay, and as if in slow motion, he saw the 
distraught woman jack the lever of the Italian rifle and take aim at him 
again—and he realized she had shot her own sister with a bullet 
intended for him. 

Kelso saw the action fully; he ran to the edge of the water and 
splashed in, shouting as he did. The woman glanced toward him and 
swung her rifle around just as he squeezed the trigger. She spun as the 
bullets tore into her body and separated her from the rifle. 

Leath was still crouched, the intensity of the brief battle still with 
him. He saw Madden on the ground, his weapon raised, and knee-deep 
in the blue water of the oasis. Kelso stood, his smoking Thompson still 
pointed toward the lifeless form across the water. He shook his head 
violently, as though that would clear it, then got to his feet. He walked 
from body to body and found all three of the Arab men dead. 

Kelso backed out of the water and joined Madden as he stood on 
shaky legs and stared down at the dead Nimi—her eyes were open wide 
and she wore a look of pained astonishment. 

Madden looked away. “Sonofabitch!” he muttered as he looked into 
Kelso’s eyes. 

“There were women in Spain, too, Paul....” 

Madden clenched his teeth and still felt the softness of the girl in his 
arms, then he felt a wet warmth on his back and he glanced at the 
dagger still clutched in her left hand. 

Kelso gripped his arm and turned him; there was a six inch gash just 
below his shoulder blade where the point of the dagger had been about 
to enter his body. The cut was not deep, but it was bleeding profusely 
and Kelso led his friend to the water’s edge. “That lady had some long 
claws, boy...” he said as he forced Madden to sit. 

Leath glanced at Kelso as he sponged the wound clean, then walked 


past the corpse of the girl and continued to the spot where the Arab 
leader lay. He was still alive. Leath kicked the pistol away from his hand 
and saw the other woman a few feet away—she wasn’t breathing. 
Turning back to Turgin, he saw that Madden’s burst had caught the man 
low in the gut, and he was doubled now, his hands pressed against his 
stomach. 

Leath knelt and as Turgin opened his eyes he heard the single word, 
“Why?” 

The Arab’s features twisted as he focused his eyes and saw Leath. A 
new anger filled his face and he spit. Leath merely looked at him as his 
eyes closed again; Turgin stiffened suddenly, then shuddered and lay 
still. 

Madden glanced up, then dropped his eyes as Kelso placed a compress 
on his back, then wrapped a roll of gauze completely about the man’s 
chest to hold it in place. “Needs some sewin’,” he said as Leath walked 
up, “but we’re fresh outta thread.” 

Leath looked at the two men, then as Madden glanced up again, he 
questioned, “Well?” 

The red-haired man shrugged. “She brought me a cup of tea...” and he 
raised his hands and gestured helplessly. 

Leath nodded and asked no more. When Kelso had finished, he stood 
back and chuckled lightly. 

“Somethin’ funny?” Madden asked as he stood. 

“Yep,” the black man replied, “I was just thinkin’ about when I caught 
that slug in Tobruk and you accused me of gold-brickin’... you look like 
you been through a fuckin’ meat grinder, man!” 

The three of them laughed, then Leath lit a cigarette and passed it to 
Madden. “You ride a horse?” 

He looked at his friend, then glanced toward the animals at the far 
end of the oasis. “It’s a cinch I ain’t gonna fuck with none of them 
hump-backs!” 

Leath nodded, smiled and looked at his watch. Then he looked about. 
“We'll bury these people then move out.” 

“Why bother?” Madden asked. 

“T don’t want anyone to know we’ve been here, Paul. The pickup’s not 
until dawn tomorrow—we still don’t know if anyone’s on our tail.” 

“T feel like we’re in the clear, Jim-Bob,” Kelso put in. “Several planes 
flew over west of here while you were asleep—they were all heading 
south. If someone was looking for us, this oasis would be one of the first 
places they’d look.” 


“T still want ’em buried,” Leath said with an air of finality. “We'll pack 
their gear on the extra camels and head them east, just in case anyone 
does get around to chasing.” 

Madden looked toward the spot where the girl, Nimi, lay then turned 
toward the men that Kelso and Leath had shot. “I’ll take care of them, 
George you get the others, okay?” 

Kelso looked at his friend and read his thoughts “Sure, Paul... no 
problem.” 


THIRTY TWO 


At Giza, McClain conferred with the crew chief assigned to the C-47 he 
had chosen earlier that day. There had been several minor 
disagreements but in each instance, the American had won out. “You 
just—get the sonofabitch stuffed, Jocko—let me worry about flying the 
goddamned thing!” 

And the crew chief had gone off muttering about the insanity 
prevalent among the Yanks and their inclination towards suicide. 

Hubbard crossed the hangar floor and watched in amusement as 
McClain ordered two short ramps loaded into the aircraft. When they 
were in place, McClain surveyed the lot and stepped back; he turned 
toward the four man crew who had spent the better part of four hours 
widening the cargo hatch, and he gestured, “Okay—get it buttoned up.” 

“Would ya be likin’ zippers put on it, mate?” one of them asked with a 
grin. 

McClain winked at the man. “That’s your department, mate—use 
buttons if you like—just so I can get it undone.” The Britishers laughed 
and picked up their tools as the crew chief shook his head and stood 
aside. 

“Think of anything else you might need, Bear?” Hubbard asked as the 
mechanics rolled a small scaffold next to the fusilage of the transport. 

“Yeah—a three day pass and a chubby blonde!” he replied as he 
wiped his hands on a rag. 

Hubbard smiled. “You like chubby blondes, I take it.” 

The burly man shrugged. “Better’n skinny ones... how about it?” 

Hubbard pointed to his staff car parked just inside the hangar doors. 
“Will you settle for a thick steak and eight hours sleep?” 

McClain mocked a sigh. “You sure as hell know how to turn around a 
request, Hubs.” He grinned, then added, “Throw in a case of beer and 
you’re on!” 

“For supper?” 

He shook his head. “No—on the soft side of frozen—and I want it in 
the co-pilot’s chair before I take off in the morning.” 

Hubbard laughed. “Bear—you have got a Santa Claus complex!” And 
they laughed together as the American officer added, “Done.” 

With a last glance over his shoulder, McClain fell in beside Hubbard 


and they walked to the staff car. On the short drive through Cairo, 
Hubbard updated for his man the last intelligence reports received from 
their area of interest. As they drove back across the Kasr el Nil Bridge, 
McClain remarked, “I’m wonderin’ what the others are gonna say about 
Brooks-Hayden’s request.” 

“And what do you think they’ll say?” 

He shrugged and glanced out the window as they turned into the long 
circular drive of the Turf Club, “That’s hard to say....” he said 
reflectively and thought about his comrades still in the desert. “They’re 
subject to just kick the shit outta me—then say ‘yes’!” 

Hubbard climbed from the rear seat of the staff car as his driver held 
the door; he glanced toward the colonial front of the Turf Club where 
many of the General Staff were housed, then told the man, “Pick me up 
in an hour.” 

Inside the dining room, they were directed to a table. Hubbard 
ordered a light meal and began it with bourbon and soda. When 
McClain had ordered and their drinks had come, the officer picked up 
his glass and glanced across the lounge. “I'll be right back,” he said and 
got up from the table without further explanation. 

McClain watched Hubbard walk from the dining room, then lit a 
cigarette and concentrated on the gin and tonic in his hand. Some kind 
of war, he thought. One day you’re breaking heads and getting shot in 
the middle of the desert, the next youre sitting in a plush hotel waiting 
for a rare steak. Not bad, he concluded, not bad at all! 

Hubbard used the phone in the manager’s office and waited while he 
was patched through to Brooks-Hayden at the Imbaba sub-station. When 
that man came on the line, Hubbard related his reason for calling. 

“That is an unusual request, old man,” Brooks-Hayden said in a snide 
tone. 

“Let’s face it—this is an unusual war—and my boys are pretty damned 
unusual, too.” 

“Then I take it he’s agreed?” Brooks-Hayden questioned. 

“He’s agreed to deliver the request—I can hardly order them, Bill... 
it’s strictly a gratis operation and you know it.” 

There was a slight pause, then the Britisher said, “Quite. And I do 
appreciate it, old man.” 

“Then show it,” Hubbard said and smiled as he sipped his whiskey. 

The man on the other end sighed heavily, then asked, “What was the 
room number?” 

“Forty-two.” 


“T’ll see to it—but for the sweet love of Jesus, don’t breathe a word of 
this! If it got about, I’d be in a fine mucking mess with the High 
Command—unusual war or no!” 

“My lips are sealed,” Hubbard promised and stifled a laugh. 

“When can I expect you here?” Brooks-Hayden asked in a defeated 
tone. 

“Couple of hours—I’ll get Bear tucked in for the night, then drive on 
over.” 

“See you then,” the intelligence officer said and rang off. 

Returning to the table, Hubbard wore a silent grin; he held up two 
fingers as the waiter passed, then pointed to their near empty glasses. 

“Whose canary did you swallow?” 

“What makes you think I’ve been eating canaries?” Hubbard asked, 
still smiling. 

“Well, you’ve got that sort of look on your face you had when you 
found our stash of home brew behind the showers and poured a pound 
of salt in it.” 

Hubbard had forgotten the incident during the early days of training 
at Ajo and he laughed lightly as he recalled the “committee” that had 
come to him with the petition signed by every member of Tac One that 
requested him to “enjoin the heartless bastard who poured salt in their 
beer” and asked the punitive damages of five cases of store-bought beer 
to replace that spoiled by the salt. 

“Five pounds to be exact,” Hubbard replied. “And it was replaced,” he 
said smiling. 

“With near-beer.” 

“The petition didn’t specify a brand,” and they both laughed and 
exchanged their empty glasses for fresh drinks. Then, their meal was 
served and the two men ate in silence, each with his own thoughts. 

Pushing back his plate, Hubbard lit a smoke and offered one to 
McClain. “Get some sleep, Bear... I’ve got work to do.” 

“With B.H.?” 

“Yes. ’m going to the Imbaba station—we’ll wait for the call there. 
Hopefully, they’ll be able to trace it and I’d like to be in on the catch of 
whoever it is that’s been selling out.” 

“T’d like to meet the sonofabitch myself,” McClain. said. “Didn’t B.H. 
say there were only about ten people in Cairo who had that specific 
info?” 

Hubbard nodded. “Right—and the rub is, all ten of them outrank 
him.” 


“Touchy....” McClain said and finished his drink, then glanced at his 
watch. “Real touchy!” 

“Tll have you awakened at four and have fresh clothing delivered to 
you.” Hubbard said as they reached the lobby. “That should give you 
ample time to get things together before take-off.” 

McClain thought about it for a moment. “Fine,” he replied, then 
asked, “Just when the hell do you and B.H. sleep?” 

“Not as often as we’d like,” he said tiredly, then touched the man’s 
arm and turned for the lobby door as his car pulled into the drive. 

Standing in the hallway was a woman wearing the uniform of the 
R.A.F. with a communication’s patch on her left shoulder. 

“Hullo....” she said in a timid voice and smiled as she took in his 
appearance. 

“Ah... hello,” he said and looked into a pair of wide blue eyes and a 
pleasantly healthy face topped by a head of blonde hair tucked beneath 
her garrison cap. 

“W’ name’s Michele,” she said and cocked her head as though he 
should know who she was. “You must be Bear.” 

“Well, yes, ma’am... that’s what I’m called,” he said, still not 
understanding. 

“Coo!” she replied. “You didn’t know I was coming?” 

He shook his head in confusion. 

“Well, now—isn’t that a good one!” she exclaimed, raised her hands 
and removed her cap; long, sandyblonde hair fell to her shoulders and 
as she shook it free, she said, “I’m the chubby blonde you ordered, Sir.” 

“Well, I’ll be damned!” he said and grinned widely as he stepped aside 
for her to enter. 

He looked into the hallway, then closed the door and he turned to 
find her unbuttoning her tunic. “Wait... wait a minute,” he said 
nervously. 

“Oh, that’s awright, Sir...I’m not a proper prostitute—just a girl wot 
likes to do it,” she said frankly and glanced at the sodden bandage on 
his side. “Coo! You been hurt!” she said and moved to him. “ ’ere, let me 
see to this.” She patted his crotch. “Then I’ll see to that, too...” 

Blushing, McClain glanced toward the bed and swallowed thickly. 
“Well, yes, I should change the bandage....” and as her fingers touched 
him, he chilled and caught a scent of the light perfume she wore. He 
allowed her to lead him to the bed and as he sat, she stood before him, 
her hands on her hips, her tunic half-unbuttoned and she smiled 
provocatively. 


“S’pose that bandage can wait a bit, love?” 

McClain swallowed again and raised his hands to her well-fleshed hips 
and she moved to him as his head nuzzled her ample breasts. “It can 
wait....” he said lowly. 


“And what happens when the call comes through?” Hubbard asked as 
he looked about the hastily constructed command post of the Imbaba 
station. 

Brooks-Hayden pointed. “It will come through on that phone. Watson 
will answer—he’s been rehearsing all day—hopefully, we’ll be able to 
keep the man on the line long enough to get a trace through central— 
we’ve got a crew on standby there, now.” He pointed to a second 
telephone where a man sat with a headset rather than the normal 
receiver. “Soon as the call comes, we’ve an open line to Central and 
they’ll be notified.” 

“They can’t check it out from there?” Hubbard questioned. 

He shook his head. “No, not until the circuits are closed and Watson 
picks it up here.” 

“Then what... I mean, once you’ve traced it?” 

“T’ve got five squads in various points in the city. They’re all tied in to 
Central and patched through to us here on radio phones,” he said and 
gestured to a bank of radio equipment beyond the phones. “The moment 
we have a location, they’ll move—then, we’ll have Sergeant Watson do a 
bit of phoning himself.” 

Hubbard saw the second telephone on the table where the man 
Watson was sitting. He raised an eyebrow and said, “Oh?” 

Brooks-Hayden smiled. His jack-in-the-box surprise had taken some 
engineering and he explained it to the American officer, then said, 
“Perhaps we can give our friends in the Devil’s Playground something to 
do besides lick their wounds.” 

“That is if anyone’s home... McClain said they fair wrecked the 
place.” 

Brooks-Hayden nodded. “And I’m counting on German ingenuity to 
have it back together by tonight, Bob. Perhaps we’ll be able to learn a 
bit more if Watson handles it properly.” 

Hubbard glanced toward the man who had been the subject of their 
conversation; sandy haired and balding, the man nodded and smiled as 
he found the American officer looking at him, then he dropped his gaze 
to the notes he had spread before him. 


At Qattara Einzig, an equally apprehensive General Klein paced the 
narrow confines of the command post. Word had come through from 
General von Thoma that heavy losses had been incurred that day in the 
mock-offensive and the Italians at Panzer Korp Headquarters were in an 
outrage following the realization that von Thoma was cooperating with 
the Luftwaffe for a single mission and using the Italians for a mere 
diversion. Klein had known the feelings would run high after General 
Stumme had passed the orders down through von Thoma, but it would 
all be resolved, he thought, once the success of their strike was passed 
back to those at Korp Headquarters. 

Klein glanced at his wristwatch again, then towards the telephone on 
the small table—and he resumed his pacing. 


THIRTY THREE 


Ass darkness had fallen to the desert with a great blazing orange sunset, 
the men of Tac One had dressed in Arab robes and ridden out from the 
El Biba Oasis and again headed northward. Kelso had chosen a young 
male camel to bear his weight and kept an easy pace with the strong 
Arab steeds Leath and Madden sat. With ample water and supplies they 
had turned their backs on the scene of the afternoon’s slaughter and 
spoke no more of it as the sinking sun flooded the world with a 
panorama of color that was accentuated by the incredible silence of the 
vast desert. 

Two hours out, Leath held up his hand and stopped. He checked his 
compass, then the map. “It’s not far,” he said and twisted in the tall, 
Turreg saddle. The terrain had flattened and to their left lay a bog 
marsh where the clatter of birds came to them from out of the darkness. 
Leath drew a deep breath at the sound and thought, now—if we can just 
make the night without running into an enemy patrol! Their pickup was 
only hours away and he wondered idly if McClain would be on hand 
when they reached Cairo. 


At precisely 2200 hours, the silence of the Imbaba sub-station was 
shattered as the telephone sitting before Sergeant Watson rang shrilly. 
Startled, he looked up and found Brooks-Hayden standing before the 
camp table. 

“Let it ring again,” Brooks-Hayden said and motioned to the man on 
the line to Central. Then, as the device rang a second time, the man 
looked up and nodded and Brooks-Hayden pointed to the receiver. 

Watson lifted the instrument as Brooks-Hayden picked up the second 
earpiece linked to the telephone. 

“Finzig,” Watson said sharply. 

“Whitehall calling.” Brooks-Hayden heard the caller reply in the 
King’s English. 

“Ja, go ahead, Whitehall, I am recording,” Watson said with a marked 
German accent. 

“By all means, record,” the Englishman said, then asked, “What is 
gray?” 


Watson paused, glanced up, then replied, “The goose is gray.” 

“T say—you people having a bit of trouble there?” 

“Trouble? Why do you ask?” Watson inquired and wore a worried 
look at the unexpected question. 

“Well—someone stole a bloody Messerschmitt and flew it into Cairo 
last night—thought you might like that jolly bit of info if you chaps 
have lost one.” 

Watson looked at Brooks-Hayden as that man held up a hand. “Can 
you hold a... augenblick... a moment, Whitehall?” 

“Of course, but do make it fast,” came the reply. 

Brooks-Hayden gave the signal as Watson lowered the receiver and 
covered the mouthpiece with his hand; two men standing a few feet 
from the table began conversing hotly in German as Brooks-Hayden 
watched the second hand on his wristwatch as it swept around the dial. 
When one minute had passed, he motioned the two men back, but 
gestured for them to keep talking, then he nodded to Watson and 
scribbled several words on the pad before him. 

Watson read them, then removed his hand from the receiver. “Do you 
know who the person was... the one who flew in the Messerschmitt?” 

“Good grief, does it matter?” Whitehall questioned and made a 
sucking sound. 

Watson’s brow furrowed and he glanced at Brooks-Hayden curiously. 
“It could, Whitehall—it is believed that one of our officers has deserted. 
If this is the case, steps should be taken....” 

“Stuff the bloody steps!” the Englishman interrupted. “The aircraft is 
secondary...is von Gebber there?” 

Watson paused and looked up at Brooks-Hayden. “No—he is not—you 
do have the confirmation?” 

“Yes, yes of course!” he replied and made the sucking noise again; the 
sound of paper being shuffled came over the line; then the man said, 
“The convoy has proceeded as planned—they will reach the corridor 
between the twenty-fourth parallel and the Tropic of Cancer in the late 
afternoon. Their air escort will depart in the hour before sunset—inform 
von Gebber that the air will be clear by then and he should attack as 
near to dark as possible... is that clear?” 

“Yes—it is recorded. Do you wish me to read it back?” 

“No... but tell your commander I’ll call this time tomorrow with 
confirmation of the strike—we should have the lot of it by then from the 
High Command.” 

Brooks-Hayden glanced at his watch and motioned for Watson to stall 


longer. 

“About the Messerschmitt, Whitehall—can you give us any more 
information?” 

Again, the man made a sucking sound and replied in an agitated tone. 
“No, I can’t, Chappie... the bloody thing’s under tight security and I’m 
damned if I’ll leave my own section to go mucking around where I’m 
not familiar, Tomorrow then.” 

And he hung up before Watson could speak again. 

He shook his head as he looked up at Brooks-Hayden. The man on the 
line to Central sat for a long moment, then nodded and scribbled 
something on the pad before him. Hubbard and Brooks-Hayden 
exchanged glances, then the man spoke. 

“Good show, Central. Thanks...” He looked up at Brooks-Hayden and 
shook his head in a negative fashion. “Sorry, Sir—Central only got this 
far with it—simply not enough time.” 

The intelligence officer took the slip of paper and read the two words: 
GEZARIA ISLAND. 

“Damn!” he exclaimed and showed it to Hubbard. “Half the bloody 
General Staff lives on the Island!” 

“Sir...” Watson said. 

“Yes, Watson—you did well. It wasn’t your fault we couldn’t get the 
trace through.” 

“It wasn’t that I was going to mention, Sir. That voice... Whitehall...” 

“What about it?” 

“T know who it is,” Watson said softly. 

Brooks-Hayden blinked and looked at Hubbard, then turned his gaze 
to the man sitting at the table. “You know who Whitehall is,” he said 
evenly, a tone of skepticism in his voice. 

“Td bet me boots on it, Sir. That ruddy suckin’ sound—l’ve heard it 
every day for near a year, there in Crypto....” 

“Whitehall is a member of the Section?” 

“Oh, no, Sir...nothing of the sort. He’s in Transportation. Duty Officer 
—he calls every day for security confirmation on mobile supply segs... 
his name is Smnythe—John Bull Smythe. A captain, he is.” 

Brooks-Hayden felt his gut tighten. “You’re sure—I mean absolutely 
sure, Watson?” 

The man nodded emphatically. “I been talkin’ to the bloke every day 
for a year, Sir. I recognize his voice an’ his ruddy suck!” 

Brooks-Hayden thought about it. It was possible that a transportation 
officer could get a security clearance, and with the convoy heading 


directly for Suez to unload, the Transportation Section would have that 
information—even the cargo priorities would be routed through that 
section and the names of the first ships to unload...and their types of 
cargoes! As he thought about the Gott incident—Transportation would 
have been notified to have a standby aircraft on hand for the flight to 
Maghra and... back—a day ahead of time! Damn the complexities of 
running a war! He thought angrily and gestured to the man on the 
Central telephone. 

“Get my Security Chief and tell him I want an off-duty address for 
Captain Smythe... John Bull Smythe!” he said hotly, then turned to 
Watson. “Get on with it, Sergeant, you’ve just earned yourself a 
commission!” 

The buzzer sounded twice and the connection was made when 
General Klein snatched up the receiver at Qattara Einzig. 

The coded preliminary out of the way, Watson impersonated 
“Whitehall” and told Klein, “Bit of news on the convoy—it’s broken into 
segs... you do have corresponding charts, don’t you?” 

“Certainly,” Klein replied apprehensively and motioned an officer 
standing nearby to bring those from the table. “Go ahead.” 

“Originally—as I informed you last evening—the convoy was due to 
pass the Tropic of Cancer near the hour of dusk, tomorrow....” he 
paused, as if for emphasis, “...late last night; an aircraft was flown into 
Cairo from your base.” 

“Verdammen!” Klein cursed, then explained, “An aircraft was taken, 
Whitehall—a Messerschmitt—Commando team. The others were 
apprehended and killed,” he lied. 

On the other end, Brooks-Hayden’s face tightened as he listened to the 
conversation on the attached ear-piece. 

Watson swallowed thickly, then said, “Yes—good show. The chap who 
flew your fighter in was unable to relate the exact location of your base 
—took a slight head wound and they had to do surgery on him. 
Nevertheless, the chaps upstairs have estimated range, et cetera... and 
have recognized the possibility of an air strike. Consequently, the 
convoy has been alerted and the forefront of the group has broken off 
from the main body and is making a dash for port.” 

“Do you have the number of vessels and what their escort will be?” 
Klein asked, looking at his chart. 

“Six of the Liberty Class—two Corvettes only, flank speed all the way 
in. ’ve figured the T-D factor and if you expect to catch them, you’ll 
have to coordinate for a dawn strike. They will pass the Tropic of 


Cancer before dawn, tomorrow morning,” Watson paused, then 
questioned, “Can you step up your schedule?” 

Klein considered it for a moment as he studied the chart; the strike 
would have to come a bit north of the original spot, but in a direct line 
with the point where the Bombays with their load of fuel had already 
been dispatched. Klein unwittingly gave up that information as he 
replied, “Yes—the new strike point is on a direct parallel with the 
deserted strip we'll be using to refuel on the return leg—the new 
location presents no problem. Do you have a course on the advance 
group?” 

Watson smiled and read from a sheet prepared by Brooks-Hayden, 
“Yes... Twenty four—twenty North by an even thirty-six. No tide 
variants and they will be just north of point Ras Banas when you pick 
them up at dawn.” 

“T have it recorded,” Klein remarked, then inquired, “Is there anything 
else?” 

Watson paused and glanced at Brooks-Hayden. “Actually, no... but I 
was curious—how on earth did you allow one of those inept louts to 
filch an airplane?” 

Klein felt his face burn at the question. He held his anger and said 
evenly, “It cost them dearly, Whitehall—we lost only the one aircraft 
and several foot soldiers.” 

“Oh?” 

“Yes. I’m sure the raid will be exaggerated, but our losses were small 
by comparison,” he lied. 

“Well, good,” Watson replied and said, “Do be on time in the 
morning, old man. Be calling this time tomorrow to confirm your 
victory...” and he sucked his teeth just as the man Smythe had done. 

“T shall confirm that, Whitehall—Danken.” 

And Watson hung up. He breathed a deep sigh and found Brooks- 
Hayden smiling at him. “Sound all right, Sir?” 

“Perfect, Watson, absolutely perfect!” 

Brooks-Hayden smiled. “Perhaps we can think of some show of 
appreciation, Sergeant Watson,” he said and nodded, then he turned to 
Hubbard. 

“He said the other ‘commandos’ were killed, Bob....” 

Hubbard heard the words—he did not want to hear them, but he did. 

“He also said there were no losses at the base other than a few 
‘footsoldiers’... the man’s a damned liar if we believe McClain and I’m 
jolly well inclined to.” 


Hubbard nodded and thought about it. “They would want to play it 
down for an outside agent.” 

“True—and didn’t McClain tell us they went for the decoy truck the 
first time?” 

He nodded again, then the man on the Central line called Brooks- 
Hayden. 

“T have the address for you, Sir... Smythe.” 

Brooks-Hayden took the slip of paper and read the address: CAPT. J.B. 
SMYTHE: OFF-DUTY RES. THE TURF CLUB, GEZARIA, RM. 44. 

He showed it to Hubbard. “Jesus Christ! Bear’s in room forty two!” 

“He has an interesting neighbor—would you care to join us?’ he asked 
as he glanced at his watch; it was nearly eleven p.m. “Captain Smythe 
should be accepting visitors at this hour.” 

Hubbard smiled. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world, Bill—not the 
world!” 

Brooks-Hayden shared the man’s enthusiasm and turned to Watson. 
“One more chore for you, Sergeant—and I do believe you'll enjoy this 
one...” 

Watson looked up at the intelligence officer and listened as Brooks- 
Hayden related what he wanted done. As the pieces fell into place, 
Watson’s face split in a wide grin and he remarked, “Enjoy it I will, Sir!” 


THIRTY FOUR 


John Smythe was content—as content as the situation would allow. And 
by this time tomorrow he knew that the feeling would be amplified. His 
taste for the better things would be more easily satisfied after tomorrow 
for, by then, news of the devastated convoy would be on the street. His 
appointment with the man at the cafe just off the Pont des Anglais 
would be the fourth such meeting in the past two months, and 
tomorrow’s meeting would by far be the most profitable! True, the Turf 
Club offered a certain status, but it left much to be desired in the way of 
comforts—and John Smythe accepted his present quarters—but once the 
Axis had taken Cairo, his personal reward would include far more 
gracious surroundings, of this he was sure. John Bull Smythe had plans 
and those plans did not include living in a single room or the uniform he 
wore daily and had come to detest. 

The night he had moved his belongings from the flat to this room, he 
had been extremely despondent, and he had downed that despondency 
the only way he knew—he had gone to Madame Bardia’s cabaret, gotten 
himself blind drunk and had awakened the next morning in the arms of 
a French prostitute named Janette. Sick, he had spent the better part of 
the morning with the woman and poured out his tale of woe; she had 
listened sympathetically and when he had concluded she told him there 
might be a way he could solve all his problems and “get even” with 
those who had offended him. Smythe had listened, interested when the 
woman mentioned money, and later that morning he had gone with her 
to meet a “friend.” 

He had come away from that first meeting with a neat bundle that 
added to one hundred pounds Sterling, and all he had been asked to do 
was to supply Janette’s friend with a shipping schedule regarding 
supplies from Cairo to Alexandria—a thing that was posted daily on 
every bulletin board in the Transportation Section—hardly classified 
information, he had reasoned. Then, the requests for information 
became more explicit and Smythe found himself on a road with no 
return and he was given a telephone number and informed that if he 
ever revealed it, he would be handed over to his own as a traitor... and 
what began as a simple game of petty revenge took on new dimensions 
when dialing the number for the first time to relay information, Smythe 


learned that somehow, he was hooked up with a German command 
post! 

Smythe had no idea how the telephone hookup had been achieved, 
but by now he could care less. His position in the Transportation Section 
allowed him to glean information daily, that when pieced together, 
formed a concise picture of all that went on in Cairo and at the front. He 
became more sophisticated in his work when his ingenuity came into 
play—a thousand gallons pottable water to one point meant a troop 
movement—port clearance and the request for thirty tandem axel trucks 
might seem innocent enough, but checking the movement sheets for 
personnel, the picture became exceedingly clear. His Level Three 
Clearance allowed him access to Crypto, and daily calls to that Section 
on routine movement schedules allowed him a wealth of information 
that, when placed with bits and pieces from his own section, brought 
forth highly classified material that many on the General Staff were not 
privileged to. And now, it was only a matter of time—a small matter at 
that—and Rommel would arrive victorious in Cairo and there would be 
a place for John Bull Smythe. 

The telephone rang. 

Smythe looked at it curiously, then arose from the chair and lifted it 
on the third ring. “Hullo....” he answered and wondered who the hell 
was calling this time of night. 

Smythe felt his knees go weak as he heard the voice, thick with 
German accent, ask, “Whitehall—this is you?” 

“Wha... what?” 

“Einzig calling,” the voice said clearly. 

“But I don’t...” he stammered. 

“What is gray?’ the voice asked sharply. 

Suddenly furious as he realized what was happening, he replied hotly, 
“The bloody goose is gray! What do you mean by calling me here—how 
did you get this number?” 

Smythe heard a sucking sound and then the words, “You are a filthy 
bastard, Smythe!” 

Smythe dropped the phone as though it had burned both his ear and 
his hand. He had never before known sheer panic, and the only thing he 
reasoned following the statement on the phone was that he had been 
discovered! He turned at a sound behind him and was further startled as 
his door was ripped from its hinges and a pair of military police burst 
into his room. He clawed frantically at the drawer of the telephone table 
for the revolver he kept there—but his panic was ended by a burst from 


an automatic weapon. 

The telephone table was splintered and Smythe drew back a bloodied 
hand as someone said loudly, “That’s enough, Smythe!” He turned as 
two more M.P.’s entered the room and were followed by a man he had 
seen on occasion, but whom he had never met—Sir William Brooks- 
Hayden, of the Intelligence Branch. 

Smythe began to shake violently—his face paled as he clutched his 
wounded hand to his body and a pair of M.P.’s took hold of his elbows. 

“Captain Smythe,” Brooks-Hayden said without emotion, “you are 
under arrest for the crime of High Treason—it is my duty to inform you 
that anything you say may be used against you in the judgment of your 
crime.” Brooks-Hayden looked at the M.P. Lieutenant. 

“Take him to MI Five—he’ll be held there.” 

“But... but, Sir...” 

“Enough, Smythe!” Brooks-Hayden said sharply, showing his emotion. 
“My first impulse was to have you shot on the spot—but that wouldn’t 
be cricket, would it, now? No—you’ll be duly judged—then shot for the 
traitor you are! Get him out of here!” 

Tears welled up in the man’s eyes as he was dragged from the room. 
Hubbard shook his head. “There’s always one, it seems.” 

Brooks-Hayden nodded and looked about the room—then, there was a 
commotion in the hallway and someone shouted as a pistol was 
discharged. Both Hubbard and Brooks-Hayden rushed to the door just as 
an M.P. was knocked flat at their feet. 

Wearing only his shorts, McClain shook the second M.P. from his back 
and sent him spinning. “Hold off, there!” Brooks-Hayden shouted as 
McClain scooped up his .45 from the carpeted floor where it had 
evidently been knocked from his hand. McClain fired the gun as the first 
M.P. set to charge him again and the man looked dumbly at the furrow 
in the carpet between his feet. 

The two men flanking Smythe had stopped, unsure what to do as 
Brooks-Hayden and Hubbard entered the hall, between them and the 
melée. 

“What the hell’s goin’ on!” McClain shouted angrily, then saw 
Hubbard. “For Christ’s sake, Hubs... will you tell these idiots I’m on 
their side?” 

Hubbard looked at the man standing near-naked with a smoking .45 
pointed menacingly at the two confused military policemen and he 
laughed. “Oh, God!” he said and leaned against the door frame, “Oh my 
God!” 


Brooks-Hayden helped the second M.P. to his feet. “All right, Corporal 
—it’s all right. Mr. McClain is on our side, as he put it. Just a mix-up.” 
He turned to the two holding Smythe and waved them toward the lift at 
the end of the hall. 

“Mix up, my ass!” McClain grumbled. “Someone starts shooting the 
place up—I grab my piece and come out here to see what’s goin’ on and 
these two monkies grab me!” 

“TI say, Sir...” the nearest M.P. said, “he rushed out of that room and... 
well, we didn’t know what to make of it.” 

Brooks-Hayden shook his head. “Leave it out of your report, Corporal 
—it will simply confuse matters. It never happened, understand?” 

The hallway had filled with the curious and Brooks-Hayden waved 
them back. Then as McClain stared half in anger, half in confusion at 
Hubbard, he saw that the man had laughed until tears streamed down 
his cheeks and he realized suddenly that he was dressed only in his 
shorts and that there were people in the hallway staring at him! 

“Wake me at four!” he said and slammed the door behind him as he 
returned to his room. 

“Buy you a drink?” Brooks-Hayden asked. 

“Christ yes—I do need one!” Hubbard remarked emphatically. 

As they shared a bourbon downstairs at the deserted bar, Hubbard 
asked, “I’ve been thinking about what the German said, Bill... and I’m 
wondering what’s going to happen if the Team isn’t there when McClain 
goes in.” 

“Tf the Team is not there, I’ll have a follow-up group from a 
commando team in the air just a few minutes behind your man—he can 
lead them, if he will.” 

“You’d drop them in?” 

Brooks-Hayden nodded. 

“Somehow, I just don’t believe they’ve bought it,” Hubbard said and 
raised his glass. 

“Neither do I, old man, neither do I,” the intelligence man replied and 
looked at his friend. 


Two hours before, Leath and the others had slapped the rumps of the 
animals they had ridden from the oasis and sent them running into the 
night. They had reached their pickup point and had spent the ensuing 
hours laying out a rough strip—clearing the ground of small obstacles so 
that the aircraft they expected at dawn would have a smooth as possible 


path to set down on. 

“We’re lucky it’s as clear as it is,” Kelso said and wiped the sweat from 
his face. 

“Damn lucky,” Leath agreed. 

“Yeah, well... it’d be just our luck for the dumb bastard who flies in 
here to try to set down cross-ways on our strip... and bust his ass. 
What’ll we do then, walk home?” 

Leath opened the small knapsack he had carried since they had left 
the half-track the night before; he tossed Madden a flare. “We’ll see to it 
that he doesn’t do that, you pessimistic bastard!” 

Madden laughed good naturedly. “Easy enough for you two to call me 
a pessimist—ain’t nary a scratch on either of your fair-haired asses!” 

“Right!” Kelso replied. “We land on our feet and don’t fuck with no 
ladies who carry knives!” 

They all laughed, then fell silent as Madden questioned, “Wonder 
what Old Bear’s doin’ right now....” 

All three of them looked up to the nearly full moon and Leath said, 
“Hard to say... probably sacked out in a nice soft bed.” 


THIRTY FIVE 


At dawn minus three hours, the fervor of activity at Qattara Einzig had 
ceased; auxillary drop-tanks had been installed on the Messerschmitts of 
General Walther Klein’s squadron and the six Henkel light bombers had 
been stripped of all armament and guns, and their crew numbers 
reduced to three. It was Klein’s intention to fly his strike group from the 
desert base, southeast, roughly parallel with the Nile River, then head 
directly east at a point above Aswan to reach the coast north of his 
objective, then south over the Red Sea until the convoy was sighted. At 
the preplotted altitude of 20,000 feet, Klein could expect peak 
performance from both Henkel and Messerschmitt, then following the 
low-level strike, a swift flight inland to the abandoned airstrip where the 
Bombays with their barrels of fuel would be awaiting the hungry tanks 
of a force he had chosen to call Angriff V. Klein knew that the meagre 
guns of the two Corvettes giving escort to the small convoy would 
present little problem, for he had briefed his fighter pilots an hour 
before and had made it clear that their job would be to harass the two 
warships with their cannon and machine guns giving the Henkels 
advantageous access to the six ships of the convoy. One bomber, one 
cargo vessel—and victory would be theirs. He smoked a last cigarette 
and gave the order for his pilots to man their aircraft. 

A single row of flares were lit and one after the other, the Henkels 
roared down the narrow desert landing strip and took to the air with 
their awesome load of high explosive bombs. Following closely were 
sixteen Messerschmitts at thirty second intervals, their powerful engines 
echoing from the wall of the canyon and deafening those on the ground. 

Klein pulled his canopy forward, locked it and as the flares burned 
low, he opened the throttle of his sleek Messerschmitt and felt the 
vibration smooth. The power beneath his hands gave rise to the old 
excitement as he sped over the ground, felt the tail lift, then... as the 
wings of the fighter plane took air, he was free of the earth. 

McClain finished dressing and buckled on his .45, He looked toward 
the sleeping figure on the bed and recalled her words, “I’m not a proper 
prostitute, you know... just a girl wot likes to do it...” He smiled, switched 
off the light in the bathroom and walked to the door. 

Hubbard was waiting in the lobby; they walked to the staff car in 


silence. As they pulled from the drive, McClain lit a cigarette and settled 
back. “Now what the hell was all that about last night?” 

Hubbard related to him, the sequence of events that had led to the 
capture of the British officer, then added, “He’s been very cooperative... 
we have the name of the German agent here in Cairo and two of his 
contacts. B.H. plans to spring a little surprise on them this evening...the 
man also admitted to having been the person who relayed the 
information on General Gott’s flight.” 

“What’ll happen to him?” 

“He’ll be given a trial—then shot, I suppose.” 

McClain nodded, then listened as Hubbard told him of the call to 
Einzig and the report that the “other commandos” had been 
apprehended and killed. 

“Tf they did get it, what about the ‘repeat performance,’ Hubs?” 

“That’ll be up to you, Bear. B.H. has a four man commando team 
who’ll be in the air, just minutes behind you. If Leath and the others 
aren’t at the pickup point you can do one of two things.” 

McClain dragged deeply on his cigarette and turned to the man. “I’m 
listening.” 

“You can either go ahead with the plan—or you can turn around and 
come home.” 

McClain smiled. “I figured the fuel for a one way trip, Hubs—if we 
take the time to refuel now, it’ll throw the schedule all to hell, won’t it?” 

Hubbard smiled. “You’ll be in command. B.H. assures me that the men 
he’s chosen are the very best.” 

“As good as Tac One?” 

Hubbard chuckled. “There you go, being judgemental.” 

“Well, I don’t fancy working with people I don’t know—haven’t 
trained with. A lot of people get killed simply because they don’t know 
what to expect from the other guy.” 

Hubbard looked at his man; he agreed with him. “Well, I’m giving 
odds you’ll be working with Leath and the others. I’m betting they got 
away and that you'll find them waiting.” McClain crushed out his smoke 
in the receptacle and sighed heavily. “I hope to hell you’re right, Hubs.” 


In Air Operations, the Controller passed the word to the Strike 
Coordinator and a flight of six Hawker Hurricanes left the pre-dawn 
airstrip at Asyit. 

As those aircraft flew south in excess of 300 miles per hour, the 


aircraft of Angriff V reached the coast of the Red Sea, dropped to an 
altitude of 1,500 feet and flew south by southeast in search of the British 
convoy that steamed northward—still some twelve hours distant from 
the Tropic of Cancer. 


To the north, Leath, Madden and Kelso listened as the sound of a multi- 
engined aircraft came to them with the first thin wisps of light that 
pushed over the horizon to the east. 

“Comin’ in low,” Kelso said. 

Leath gestured. “Let’s give em something to home in on,” and he 
struck a flare, then motioned the others to set their flares toward the far 
end of the path they had roughed out during the night. 

McClain saw the first flare off to his right and he smiled. He picked up 
the microphone, flipped the switch, then pressed the mike button. “Go 
home, escort—Tramp out.” 

The radio cracked once, then he heard the reply, “Wilco, Tramp. Good 
luck. Escort out.” 

Pulling up slightly on the nose of the ship, McClain dropped the flaps 
as his altimeter registered zero and the engines whined close to stall 
speed. Then the flares were in front of him—all in a neat line and he 
saw the rough surface of the strip as the earth seemingly rushed up to 
meet him. 

At the near end of the strip, Madden looked up at the approaching 
aircraft and shouted, “Jim-Bob! The dizzy bastard ain’t got his wheels 
down!” 

Leath saw the C-47 coming in for a perfect landing along the line of 
flares—without the landing gear set. Frantically, he snatched up the 
burning flare and waved it as the pilot of the transport feathered the 
props and the huge aircraft seemed to float to the ground. 

Kelso shook his head in dismay as the tail section touched the hard 
earth, skittered, then the bulk of the aircraft slammed down and the 
props were bent under their engine cowlings as the fusilage plowed the 
ground. 

“Shit!” Madden exclaimed as all three of them broke and ran through 
the dust the transport had left in its wake. They converged on the tail 
section in a group and as they ran around the end of a torn wing, the 
cockpit window slid back and all three men stopped dead in their tracks. 

McClain stuck his head out the window and shouted, “How’s that for 
a pinpoint landing, Gentlemen?” 


“He’s drunk!” Madden growled. 

“Out of his head,” Kelso added. 

Leath merely shook his head and stared forlornly at their wrecked 
transportation home. 

“Catch!” McClain shouted from the cockpit and tossed a bottle. 
Madden caught the first, then two more followed and McClain informed 
them, “Compliments of Mother Hubbard... we got a new job!” And 
looking about he realized that there were but the three men waiting. He 
knew why he had not seen Harrison when he had made his dash for the 
German aircraft two nights before. 

Madden looked sullenly at the bottle of beer and said, “Just what I 
needed, a new job and a cold beer....” He looked up and questioned, 
“Just how the hell am I supposed to open this, smart ass?” 

“Bite the neck off the bottle, you tough sonofabitch!” McClain shouted 
back and pulled his head in. Still puzzled, Leath opened the bottle with 
his pocket knife, then handed it to Kelso. When Madden had opened his, 
the three of them walked back to the cargo hatch and it was then that 
they noticed its patched appearance. “Looks like he swiped this one 
from a fuckin’ junk yard!” Madden observed as McClain kicked the 
hatch open and it fell to the ground. 

“Something ain’t right....” Kelso remarked and took a long pull on the 
beer as a second section was kicked away, leaving an eight foot opening 
in the side of the aircraft. 

McClain reached back, grabbed the case of beer, then held it out. 
“Catch!” he said and dropped it to Leath. The others gathered around 
the opening and stared in, their mouths open wide. Inside the cargo 
space, securely strapped down was the object that had given the crew 
chief at Giza second thoughts about the sanity of the American called 
“Bear.” 

“A jeep!” Madden exclaimed. “A fuckin’ jeep!” 

The others looked up at McClain, awaiting an explanation as Madden 
questioned, “What the hell we gonna do, Bear, drive home?” 


To the south, the flight of six Hawker Hurricanes dropped from their 
22,000 foot altitude and their wing leader called: “On the deck... the 
strip at one o’clock... there’s our prize, chaps!” 

On the ground, the German crew members of the Bombays scattered 
as the flight of Hurricanes came in at fifty feet off the ground—each 
with its four 20mm Hispano cannons zeroed in on the indefensible 


aircraft with their loads of fuel. The cannons blazed from the wings of 
the Hurricanes and the Bombays erupted in sheets of flames as the 
explosive rounds screamed through and ignited the high-test petrol 
intended for the aircraft of Angriff V. 

“Angriff Bomben Eins to Angriff Leader... Your orders, General?” The 
commander of the bomber group called as they changed their course 
again in search of the elusive convoy. “Our petrol is at critical with the 
bomb load we are carrying... estimate seven minutes to maximum.” 

Angry and frustrated, Klein looked at the still empty sea below. He 
cursed vehemently, then snatched up the microphone and gave the 
order, “Drop your verdammen bombs!” 

And as he watched, the bomb-bay doors of the Henkels opened and 
the high explosives fell harmlessly to the smooth waters of the Red Sea. 

“This is Angriff Leader,” Klein said stiffly, “course, neun... funf... null. 
Check your fuel—criticals will land first.” He banked his own aircraft for 
the coast and the awaiting rendezvous at the abandoned air strip, two 
hundred miles to the west. 


Ass the German flight turned inland again, a second group of twelve 
Hurricanes flew south from Asyiit. Freshly fueled and armed, they set 
their course for the spot where the aircraft of Angriff V would see the 
end of their flight. 


THIRTY SIX 


“That is some kind’a request!” Madden fumed. 

“We can call for a pickup if you like,” McClain said and patted the 
radio set with its whip antenna in the rear of the jeep. “Wanna vote?” 

“When’s the offensive begin?” Kelso asked seriously. 

“Tonight—with the full moon. Montgomery’s got it set for an artillery 
kickoff before midnight.” 

“What about the tanks and artillery on the convoy?’ Leath questioned. 

“Final push—the British have damned near two hundred thousand 
men ready to push Fritz right out of Egypt...all of them along a forty 
mile front below El Alamein,” McClain answered. 

“T vote we let the British do their own pushing and we go home!” 
Madden said. 

McClain winked at Leath. “That’s what I told Hubs you’d say,” he 
shrugged. “I told him you’d hurt yourself on the drop in.” 

“Yeah,” Kelso put in. “We lost one man already—sure as shit couldn’t 
let anything happen to old Mad-Dog here. Besides, he let some lady 
damn near get the best of him yesterday.” 

“Tell you what, Bear,” Leath said. “Call for the pickup and we'll send 
Paul home—he is wounded—then we’ll take care of business and catch 
the pickup tomorrow.” 

“Wait a goddamned minute!” Madden exploded. “I said I’d rather go 
home and let the fuckin’ British handle it—but I didn’t say I wouldn’t go 
along with you guys! You ain’t sendin’ me home alone—no sir!” 

The other three men laughed and Kelso handed Madden another beer. 
“Think you can drive this thing, Mad-Dog?” 

“Shit—just watch me!” he said and slid behind the wheel. He turned 
the ignition switch and started the engine. “At least it runs...” he 
grumbled. 

Leath walked to the aircraft with McClain and watched as the latter 
climbed inside and set the time fuse on the package of explosives there. 
As he dropped to the ground, he patted the floor of the aircraft and 
remarked, “We never would’ve got that damn jeep out if I’d landed this 
thing on the wheels!” 

Leath smiled, then pointed toward the package inside. “How long we 
got?” 


“Ten minutes...” 

“Then I suggest we use ’em... we’ve got about fifty miles to cover and 
we might have a problem staying hidden all day.” 

They joined Kelso and Madden in the jeep and Leath pointed, “Let’s 
go, Mad-Dog,” and the redhaired man slipped the clutch and they 
bounced as they drove over the rough ground. 

In the rear, McClain opened another bottle of beer and told Leath, “I 
wondered where Sonny was when I ran for that Messer the other night.” 

Leath nodded. It was the first mention of the man by McClain. “He got 
it as we came out of the CP—it was quick.” 

“Isn’t it always?” his friend said and shifted the weight of the 
Thompson on his knees. 

The sun had broken the sky fully when the sound of the explosive 
came to them and the C-47 erupted in flames—another casualty of the 
desert warfare that made both men and equipment expendable. 

Leath checked the map McClain had brought with him and pointed to 
a spot. “We'll lay low at this point until sundown, then try to bull our 
way through after dark.” 

“All we have to do is locate the place... then call for a strike,” 
McClain said in a relaxed tone. 

“Uh, huh. Sounds easy, doesn’t it?” 

Kelso turned in the seat and added, “Like everything we do—it sounds 
that way.” 


The four men of Tac One spent the day secreted in a wadi, some twenty 
miles southwest of Marsa Matruh. As the last light of the day faded from 
the sky, they prepared to move out of their hiding place. 

Kelso pulled down the whip antenna and placed a small Panzer Korp 
pennant on the end, then released it. Each of them had exchanged their 
battle dress for that of the Panzer Korps and they exhibited Schmeissers 
rather than the normal Thompson gun they all preferred. 

Driving parallel with the coast road, they found the night traffic much 
heavier than they had anticipated on their way in to Matruh. Twice, 
they passed within hailing distance of another vehicle and on both 
occasions, Leath merely held up his hand and was acknowledged in the 
same manner. They drove past the air base outside Matruh and 
continued on for several miles before Leath directed their course back 
towards the coast. 

“If they’ve brought in fuel in any quantities, they’ve had to use the 


coast road,” he reasoned as they bounced over the rough terrain, fifty 
miles behind their own lines. 

“And if they expect to transport it to the front, there’s only one road 
they can use,” McClain added from the back. 

Madden pulled up and stopped, the engine idling. “Okay, then, let’s 
make up our minds where we’re gonna look and look there—this drivin’ 
in circles ain’t gettin’ us nothin’ but an empty gas tank!” 

Checking the map again, they chose a spot between the port of 
Matruh, the road leading to the front and the air base. “It’s the most 
logical,” Leath said and pointed. “Fuel going to either spot will have to 
pass this point.” 

Driving back to the east, a half mile from the coast road, they found a 
high rise of ground, parked and merely observed the traffic as it wound 
its way in both directions. Finally, Kelso pointed. 

“Ts that what I think it is?” 

Peering through the darkness Madden caught sight of the shape of the 
truck and remarked, “It sure as shit ain’t no Good Humor wagon!” 

“Let’s follow it,” Leath said and they all piled into the jeep. 

Cutting cross-country, they paralleled the access road the tanker 
traveled and had gone but two miles when the truck pulled to one side 
to allow another, coming from the opposite direction to pass. 

“Jackpot!” McClain exclaimed. “That baby’s loaded!” They all 
watched as the truck moaned through its gears, while the truck they had 
followed sped up, obviously under no load at all. Several miles further, 
they pulled up and stopped. 

Ahead, the empty tanker truck wound around a low knoll and 
disappeared behind a grove of trees, Leath motioned and they all got out 
of the vehicle. Working their way around, they saw beyond the trees, a 
single structure that appeared to be no more than a barn with wide 
doors on both ends. 

“What do you think, Jim?” McClain asked. 

“T think we’ve found what we’re looking for, partner.” 

They watched and in a few moments a tank-truck pulled from the 
back end of the building, its diesel engine pulling under load. No light 
had come forth as the truck made its exit and Madden remarked, 
“Remember the canvas drop at that Luftwaffe base?” 

McClain nodded as the truck circled and came around the grove and 
headed back down the road. 

When the truck had passed their range of vision, they heard another. 
In a moment, an empty tanker came up the hill and pulled up in front of 


the building. 

Leath glanced at his watch. “Let’s make sure... I hate like hell to call 
an air-strike on a water well!” 

McClain stood and glanced toward the road. “I’ve got a better idea 
than pussy-footing around and taking a chance getting shot in the ass— 
why don’t we just commandeer a truck and drive it in?” 

The others looked at him, then Leath smiled and punched him 
playfully. “And if it is what we think it is—who the hell needs to call for 
an air strike—is that it?” 

McClain shrugged, “Hell, why not? We’ve got grenades—and if that 
shed sets on top of a storage tank...” 

Kelso glanced back towards the roadway. “Those trucks are on some 
kind of schedule and according to my timing, there’s another empty due 
at any minute.” 

The four men exchanged glances and Madden was the first to step out. 
“Let’s get us one!” 

Returning to the jeep, they climbed in and Madden cut the wheel 
sharply as he started the engine. They pulled around and in less than 
two minutes they were parked across the road, a half mile from the 
grove and the mysterious shed. 

Ten minutes later, a tanker geared down as the driver saw the smaller 
vehicle barring his path. In the light of the full moon, he saw two 
troopers standing with hands upraised. He applied his brakes and 
ground to a halt as one of the soldiers in front of him stepped forward. 
The driver of the tanker stuck his head from the window, intent upon 
asking the reason for the blockade, but the words never left his mouth. 
From the shadows at the side of the road, Kelso stepped up quickly and 
looped a garrotte around the man’s neck and drew it tight. From the 
other side, Leath climbed into the cab and released the door latch and 
Kelso dragged the man to the ground as his struggle ceased. McClain 
exchanged the Schmeisser he had been carrying for a pair of Thompsons 
and climbed into the cab beside Leath. 

“Ready?” Leath asked as he pushed in the clutch and brought the gear 
shift into low. Madden pulled the jeep aside and waved as Leath revved 
the engine of the diesel and the big truck moved forward. Kelso joined 
Madden and they stood beside the road as Leath and McClain 
disappeared in the darkness. 

“How long we gonna’ wait?’ Madden said as the minutes ticked by. 

“We’ve waited long enough, partner. Let’s meet ’em on the other 
side.” They pulled out, heading around to the far side of the knoll. 


Approaching the lone structure at a low speed, McClain raised the 
Thompson and said, “Checkpoint.” 

Leath nodded as the group of soldiers near the entrance stepped into 
sight before the wide double doors of the building. “What say we just 
drive on through, Bear?” 

“Hell, ’'m game—can’t be anything on the other side but another 
truck...” 

Leath revved the engine and reached for the switch that controlled, 
the headlights. When the soldiers saw the lights of the truck come on, 
they all began waving their arms frantically. The truck bore down upon 
them and before any of them realized what was happening, McClain had 
leaned from the cab and scattered them with a burst from his 
Thompson. 

At thirty miles an hour the truck drove toward the wooden doors of 
the building and Leath shouted, “Heads up!” McClain ducked inside the 
cab as several shots were fired in return, then the truck crashed through 
the doors and Leath pumped the brakes. The rear wheels of the vehicle 
locked and they slid through the open space beyond the splintered doors 
and tore through a canvas flap that hung to the ground in front of them. 
The truck plowed into the rear of another tanker, and hoses were 
whipped from the hands of the crew filling the truck before them. Two 
men were knocked from atop the vehicle and a hose at full pump, fell to 
the ground flooding the floor with volatile liquid. 

Both McClain and Leath hit the ground at a dead run as shouts came 
from behind them. “Gasoline!” Leath shouted and fired his weapon at 
two startled guards standing on a high dock where pump gear was 
situated. The two men were knocked sprawling and on the other side, 
McClain fired at a pair who had rushed in from the other end of the 
building when the truck had crashed through. 

“Out!” McClain shouted and waved for Leath to follow as he fired his 
gun again. Leath had paused to pull the pin from a grenade, then saw 
the finger of flame as it began at the rear of the vehicle they had 
crashed into. He tossed the grenade overhand and joined McClain just 
beyond the flap as that man fired at two more soldiers who had just 
entered through the second set of doors. 

Behind them, the flame spread to the pool of gasoline and shouts 
mingled with screams as those inside were trapped. Then, the grenade 
exploded. Leath and McClain broke into the night as another explosion 
came from behind them and they were both knocked headlong from the 
concussion. 


Madden saw his friends run from the building and he gunned the 
engine and raced towards them. The first explosion was minor, and he 
steered a path that would intersect with the two men who were running. 
Then the second blowup came and Madden gripped the steering wheel 
as the Jeep bounced sideways on the rough ground. He hit the brakes 
and before they had slid to a halt, Kelso had bounded out and was 
helping the two men to their feet, half dragging Leath back towards the 
jeep. When they all were in, Madden sunned the engine and sped off 
down the hill. They had gone less than a quarter mile when the deep 
rumble came to them and the very ground they drove over seemed to 
lift and fall beneath the wheels of the light vehicle. 

They all turned as the top of the knoll erupted in a deafening 
explosion and the building there disappeared in a huge ball of fire. 

As the sound rumbled over them, Madden pulled up and they all sat 
for a long moment and watched the holocaust continue its eruptions like 
some raging volcano. Leath looked toward the flaming hill and thought 
about the tons of fuel that must have been stored below ground, and all 
of the machinery that would have no fuel as a result of their action. 

Finally, Madden broke the spell. “Where to, Team?” 

Turning again in the seat, Leath looked at him and smiled. “I think 
we've got, a rendezvous, don’t we?” 

“Rendezvous Raymond,” McClain said and wiped a thin streak of 
blood from his forehead. 

Madden chuckled. “Yeah, well, I hope the dumb bastard flying this 
one puts his goddamn wheels down!” 

And the four men drove into the night, laughing together. 


EPILOGUE 


At precisely 2130 hours on that night of 23 October 1942, the 
concentrated forces of the British Eighth Army began an intensive 
artillery barrage that was to herald the great offensive against all Axis 
forces in Egypt. Concentrating the heaviest attack to the North, the RAF 
bombers flew hourly sorties against the vulnerable supply routes 
between Marsa Matruh and Sidi Abd El Rahman while the long guns at 
the front pounded the very doorstep of Panzerarmee Afrika. 

The men of Tac One were picked up at dawn and flown directly to 
Giza where an exhausted Hubbard met them. For the week following, 
they watched the progress of the Eighth Army under the leadership of 
Lieutenant General B.L. Montgomery, until on November 4th, the first 
major breakthrough was reported along the Rahman Track, west of El 
Alamein, by the First and Tenth Armored Divisions. The five men 
gathered at the Turf Club on Gezaria Island. 

Hubbard stood, glass in hand, and said simply, “To Harrison...” 

The four men of Tac One exchanged glances, each with his own 
thoughts, and they toasted their dead comrade. 


THE DEVIL'S PLAYGROUNDm m= = m 


was what the nomads called the impenetrable area 
of swamp and desert lying some 140 miles west of 
Cairo. It was a morass of man-killing territory that 
few ever survived. Yet someone out there was in- 
tercepting messages and passing them on to the 
Germans. TAC ONE was ordered into the 7,000 
square mile death trap to silence the leak. If they 
failed, the Allies would never drive Rommel’s Afrika 
Korps out of Egypt. The fate of the continent was in 
the hands of the TAC ONE commandos. 


TAC 
ONE_...: 


was created to strike anywhere in the world, 
at any time, with savage force. Each team member 
had a vital skill—but all were specialists in 
death. 
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